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The purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences of crop 
producers in Iowa and asses their implications to agricultural extension education. The 
objectives addressed in this report were to identify agricultural information issues Iowa 
producers perceive as significant, the types of communication channels they prefer to use to 
obtain agricultural information, and which communication channels they currently use for 
such information. To address these objectives data were gathered from five producer focus 
groups held throughout Iowa. Focus group data were collected on audio tapes and then 
transcribed. Analysis was performed through theme coding and qualitative data charts. 
The results of this study illustrate the following conclusions: 1) producers prefer and use a 
variety of communication channels to gather agricultural information; 2) among 
communication channels producers prefer consultations most highly; 3) producers primarily 
use radio and consultations for gathering agricultural information; 4) producers prefer and 
use mass media channels for general information and interpersonal communication channels 
for specific and applicable information; 5) among mass media channels producers prefer 
radio; 6) among interpersonal channels producers prefer consultations; 7) simple needs 
assessments can be used to identify specific issues about which producers desire more 
information; 8) producers perceive local issues, timely issues, marketing issues, and 
mangement issues as significant; and 9) producers consider the source of research funding 
when determining the reliability of research results. 
v 
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These findings have implications to agricultural extension education in that educators and 
communicators may use them to set educational priorities and invest time and financial 
resources according to clientele preferences. These results are also significant to agricultural 
education in that they reveal a burgeoning role played by agricultural extension educators; 
that of information filters for producers. This role is especially important as the amount of 
information producers receive and the channels used to receive it increase. Extension 
educators could grow their "information filtering" role to assist producers in reaching greater 
understanding of agriculture information presented in the media in order to better their farm 
operations and way of life. 
GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
This thesis is organized in a three paper format with corresponding reference sections 
following each chapter. 
Communication and education are interdependent processes, each relying on the other for 
success (Boone, Meisenback, & Tucker, 2000; Salomon, 1981). Salomon (1981, pp. 35-36) 
explains the reciprocal relationship as, "communication must occur for education to take 
place, and education must occur for communication to take place. Boone et al. (2000, p. 
115) considers communication the basis of education in that, "to educate, we must be able to 
communicate." Within the framework of the Cooperative Extension Service this reciprocal 
relationship is especially evident in the identification of client needs and the delivery or 
diffusion of information through communication channels (Boone et al., 2000; McDowell, 
2001; Rogers, 2003). 
According to McDowell (2001, p. 69) the purposes of the Cooperative Extension Service are: 
... to seek to know the problems of ordinary people and to bring those problems to the 
attention of the researchers; to deliver functional education based on the best 
scholarship available to ordinary people to help solve their problems; and to collect 
political support from the beneficiaries of extension programs in order to fund the 
continued research and education of ordinary people of the society. 
Therefore, extension educators use the communication process to identify problems and 
deliver their educational programming. Communication is the process through which 
participants, "create and share information with one another in order to reach a mutual 
understanding" (Rogers, 2003, p. 18). Extension educators use both interpersonal and mass 
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media communication channels in diffusing and collecting information especially through the 
delivery of programming, reporting research results, and communicating with constituents 
(Rogers, 2003, p. 18). Communication is essential to diffusion as it is one of the four main 
elements of the process, which is defined as, " the process by which an innovation is 
communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social system" 
(Rogers, 2003, p. 11 ). 
Among other inferences, Rogers concludes the agricultural Extension model, " is based on 
client participation in identifying local needs, planning programs, and in performing 
evaluation and feedback," and it "includes not only a systematic procedure of the diffusion of 
innovations from researchers to producers, but also institutionalized means of orienting 
research activities toward users needs" (Rogers, 2003, p. 394). 
Based on the interdependency of communication and education processes, especially 
regarding the important roles of communication channel use and needs assessment in the 
educational process within Extension, there is a need for greater understanding about how 
producers use communication channels, their preference towards various communication 
channels, and the issues they perceive as significant so that educators and communicators 
may select and deliver programming in the most efficient ways (Boone et al., 2000; 
McDowell, 2001; Rogers, 2003; Salomon, 1981). 
Extension educators use a variety of communication channels to deliver their educational 
programs and messages to producers. This is appropriate since numerous studies have shown 
producers prefer and utilize a combination of communication channels (Bruening, 
Radhakrislma, & Rollins, 1992; Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Lasley, 
Padgitt, & Hanson, 2001; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins, Bruening, & Radhakrishna, 
1991; Suvedi, Campo, & Lapinski, 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). 
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Extension educators can best serve the needs of their clientele if they have identified and 
analyzed their target audience. Several studies underscore the need for extension personnel 
to gain understanding of their audience and select communication channels accordingly 
(Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Radhakrishna, Nelson, Franklin, & Kessler, 2003; Richardson & 
Mustian, 1994; Rollins, 1993). Understanding the target audience including its demographic 
characteristics, level of knowledge, perception of issues, and preference and use of 
communication channels aids educators in crafting and delivering programming most suited 
to their clientele (Bruening et al., 1992; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; 
Riesenberg & Gor, 1989). 
While it is recommended extension educators base their communication channel choice on 
audience analysis and use a variety of methods, Riesenberg and Gor ( 1989) found that most 
information senders do not follow these recommendations. They believe most 
communication decisions are based on the sender's rather than the receiver's perspective. 
Most information is transferred through the methods used because the sender selected the 
channels based on the ease of use for themselves rather than the needs of their audience 
(Riesenberg & Gor, 1989). Accordingly, Petrzelka et al. (1999) believe extension work has 
become increasingly more dependent on mass media communication methods in recent years 
rather than the one-on-one interpersonal methods that were historically associated with 
extension. They cite this change is due to limited resources and the increased potential of 
reaching larger audiences through mass media methods (Petrzelka et al., 1999). 
Kotile and Martin (2000) suggest agricultural extension educators continually profile 
producers in order to best serve their educational needs. In addition to identifying needs, 
Martin and Omer (1987) also suggest the information gathered in audience analysis can be 
used to prioritize educational needs. This type of on-going audience analysis can be used to 
plan and revise educational programming to address issues in alignment with producers' 
priorities (Martin & Omer, 1987). 
Following these principles, research is necessary to determine the current use of and 
preference towards communication channels by producers, and the issues they perceive as 
significant so that agricultural educators and communicators may use this information to 
achieve educational success and best utilize their financial resources by selecting 
communication channels and content according to the characteristics of their audience 
(Boone et al., 2000; Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Bruening et al., 1992; Kotile & Martin, 2000; 
Martin & Omer, 1987; McDowell, 2001; Petrzelka et al., 1999; Radhakrishna et al., 2003; 
Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Riesenberg & Gor, 1989; Rogers, 2003; Rollins, 1993; 
Salomon, 1981 ). 
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Background of Issues 
Previous literature addressing farm audiences has shown communication channel preference 
and use and issues of interest to producers varied according to the audience researched. A 
few themes exist within the literature, such as producers utilize and prefer a combination of 
communication channels when getting their agricultural information (Bruening et al., 1992; 
Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Duncan & Marotz-Baden, 1999; Israel, 1991; Kotile & Martin, 
2000; Lasley et al., 2001; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Radhakrishna et al., 2003; Richardson & 
Mustian, 1994; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi et al., 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998; Vergott III, 
Israel, & Mayo, 2005) and specifically prefer interpersonal communication methods, 
especially consultations (Gamon, Bounaga, & Miller, 1992; Lasley et al., 2001; Richardson 
& Mustian, 1994; Riesenberg & Gor, 1989; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi, Lapinski, & Campo, 
2000; Vergott III et al., 2005). Previous studies also showed a general trend for low use of 
and preference towards the Internet by producers (Brashear, Hollis, & Wheeler, 2000; Lasley 
et al., 2001; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Radhakrishna et al., 2003; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; 
Suvedi et al., 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). Studies researching the use and preference of 
communication channels by Iowa producers generally supported these trends. 
Trede and Whitaker (1998) surveyed Iowa beginning producers and found they preferred 
radio and information services, specifically the Data Transmission Network (DTN), for the 
delivery of educational information. Marketing services and newspapers were also ranked 
very highly. Internet, satellite programming, and fiber optic networks were rated much 
lower. They preferred on-site educational instruction, single meetings, and community-based 
education (Trede & Whitaker, 1998). Kotile and Martin (2000) recommended researchers 
use on-farm trials, demonstration plots, field days, and magazine articles to communicate 
with Iowa producers. 
Another study by Martin and Omer (1987) found Iowa beginning producers primarily heard 
about extension programs through the mass media. They also listed family members and 
friends/neighbors as the way they first heard about extension. The majority of beginning 
producers surveyed participated in extension meetings. Respondents considered local 
community meetings as the most important instructional method used by extension and the 
next most highly ranked methods were newspaper articles and county meetings (Martin & 
Omer, 1987). 
6 
A study that followed up with Iowa producers who had consulted with extension field 
specialists found one-on-one consultations were of greater use to producers and resulted in 
measurable behavior change (Petrzelka et al., 1999). Petrzelka et al. (1999) found most 
individuals did not use information from the mass media when making a change in their 
behavior, and found group meetings less likely to result in behavior change compared to 
consultations. These findings are consistent with the rankings given to face-to-face 
discussions by Iowa landowners in a study by Gamon et al. (1992). Those respondents listed 
face-to-face discussion as the most highly rated educational method in getting conservation 
information. They listed newspaper and magazine articles as the next most highly important 
and newsletters third highest. Based on these findings researchers recommended educators 
increase their use of newspaper and magazine articles; use face-to-face methods more 
efficiently; and utilize intermediary audiences (Gamon et al., 1992). 
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Iowa extension professionals anticipated the Internet would become a very useful tool for 
beginning producers in receiving agricultural information in a study by Nelson and Trede 
(2004). The extension professionals ranked radio and newspaper much lower. However, the 
researchers compared these responses to those of a previous study by Trede ( 1998) and found 
the educator's perceptions did not match the opinion of beginning producers who ranked 
both newspaper and radio high and the Internet low (Nelson & Trede, 2004). Regarding 
radio, the results of Nelson and Trede (2004) also differ with the finding that Iowa extension 
professionals felt radio programs and symposiums were very effective methods to use as part 
of agricultural education programs for adults in a study by Martin and Omer ( 1990). 
Lasley et al. (2001) found not only do Iowa producers consider the Internet and other 
telecommunication technologies supplemental to their communication, it actually causes 
them to desire a larger variety of communication channel use. Overall the study found 
producers most prefer interpersonal communication such as on-farm demonstrations and 
producer research programs (Lasley et al., 2001). Mass media followed in the rankings listed 
as news releases, updates, and reports via farm media. Based on the rankings of producers in 
this study, researchers suggest the Internet may serve as a complement to interpersonal 
communication methods, but will not effectively replace them (Lasley et al., 2001). 
Studies examining Internet use of agricultural audiences throughout the country found their 
use similar to that of Iowa producers. A study by Suvedi et al. (2000) reported producers and 
agribusiness professionals did not use the Internet as a common method of communication 
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with extension. A study by Radhakrishna et al. (2003) found forest landowners in South 
Carolina ranked the Internet as the least useful educational delivery methods, and in a study 
surveying Illinois pork producers, Brashear et al. (2000) found most producers had access to 
computers on their farms, but ranked Internet and e-mail as the communication methods least 
used. 
Overall previous literature from around the country has shown producers prefer interpersonal 
communication methods, especially consultations. Small farm operators in Florida were 
found to prefer individual consultation as well as group educational activities in a study by 
Israel (1991). Michigan producers and agribusiness professionals listed similar preferences 
in a study by Suvedi et al. (2000) in which they responded they preferred one-on-one 
interaction with extension agents, such as consultations. Similar findings were reported by 
Bruening et al. (1992) who found Pennsylvania producers prefer on-farm consultations and 
demonstrations as well as printed materials. Consistent results were found in a study by 
Rollins et al. (1991) in which Pennsylvania producers were found to consider interpersonal 
methods such as on-farm consultations, demonstrations, and tours as the most useful methods 
for learning about environmental issues (Rollins et al., 1991). Similarly, West Tennessee 
producers listed interpersonal communication methods as the top three teaching methods 
used by agricultural extension educators in a study by Ford (1995); they specifically listed 
on-farm visits (or consultations), county meetings, and office conferences as the teaching 
methods they perceived as most effective. Richardson and Mustain (1994) found that among 
North Carolina Extension clientele, producers preferred personal consultations and meetings 
more strongly than clientele in other occupations (Richardson & Mustian, 1994). 
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Accordingly, Riesenberg and Gor (1989) found correlations between the amount of 
interaction required between the sender and receiver of information and the method preferred 
by the receiver. In their study Idaho producers in Nez Perce County preferred methods 
requiring high levels of interaction with educators most and methods requiring low levels of 
interaction least. Specifically, producers listed on-farm demonstrations as the most preferred 
method of receiving information, and tours and field trips were ranked next highest. The 
least preferred methods were home study and computer-assisted instruction (Riesenberg & 
Gor, 1989). 
In a study similar to that presented in this paper, Boone et al. (2001) concluded a mix of 
various communication channels, including mass media and interpersonal communication, is 
ideal for reaching homemakers. Another group seeking information, rural Montana parents, 
were also interested in using a variety of methods for getting information (Duncan & Marotz-
Baden, 1999). They preferred methods that do not require much time and specifically 
mentioned short workshops, newsletters, and news articles. Similar to producers in 
previously mentioned studies, parents listed interpersonal communication, such as personal 
invitation or word-of-mouth, as the preferred method of hearing about educational 
opportunities. Mass media was the next most preferred method (Duncan & Marotz-Baden, 
1999). 
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Regarding topics or issues Iowa producers find significant, previous studies have shown a 
strong emphasis on agribusiness management, production decisions, and local, farm specific 
issues (Kotile & Martin, 2000; Martin & Omer, 1987; Nelson & Trede, 2004). 
Martin and Omer ( 1987) surveyed Iowa young producers to determine what issues they 
ranked as important for educational programs. Overall they listed marketing, record keeping, 
and production management as the most important topics for educational programs. The 
most highly ranked topics in crop production were marketing, production records, and soil 
fertility. Production records, marketing, production management, and health and diseases 
were the top issues listed for livestock production (Martin & Omer, 1987, p.48). 
Iowa producers indicated they were most interested in learning about practices specific to 
their operation in a study by Kotile and Martin (2000, p. 41 ). They were next most interested 
in learning about soil fertility management and crop rotation among sustainable agricultural 
weed control issues. They also listed a high interest in cultivation for weed control. The 
researchers recommended providing producers information at a local level and emphasizing 
the potential for economic profit (Kotile & Martin, 2000, p. 48). 
A study by Nelson and Trede (2004) found that Iowa extension professionals rated five 
business and management topics as most important to beginning producers. They were 
financial management, record keeping, budgets and analysis, farm markets, marketing 
strategies, and strategic planning. They also rated crop and livestock production practices, 
technology, and management as important, however those issues did not rank in the top five 
areas of importance. The researchers found the topics extension professionals identified as 
most important to producers in this study matched responses of beginning producers in a 
previous study by Trede (1998) (Nelson & Trede, 2004). 
11 
Research based on input from Iowa producers concerning significant issues is similar to that 
of producers from other states. A study of Michigan producers and agribusiness 
professionals by Suvedi et al. (2000) found marketing was the most frequently requested 
topic for future extension programs and information. Respondents also indicated the need for 
information that was specific to their location and type of operation (Suvedi et al., 2000). 
A study surveying small producers in West Tennessee found respondents felt a need for 
educational programs in the areas of crop marketing, soil conservation, and pesticide use. 
The two most highly rated issues were crop marketing and production (Ford, 1995, pp. 33-
34). 
Ohio adult agricultural educators indicated crop and livestock production were the most 
important topics to address in educational programming in a study by Bouare and Bowen 
(1990). Respondents ranked horticulture and agricultural mechanics as least important. 
Researchers also discovered the educators spent most of their time delivering programs about 
general agriculture and livestock production (Bouare & Bowen, 1990). 
Pennsylvania producers indicated water pollution and manure mismanagement as the most 
serious environmental issues in a study by Bruening et al. (1992). The researcher compared 
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his results to a previous study he performed with Iowa producers and found Iowa producers 
had similar perceptions (Bruening et al., 1992). 
Regarding a more general audience, Richardson and Mustain (1994) found that North 
Carolina Extension clientele expressed interest in information that was relevant and specific 
to their needs (Richardson & Mustian, 1994). 
Previous literature supports the claim that, as part of audience analysis, understanding which 
issues producers perceive as significant allows agricultural extension educators and 
communicators to target the educational needs of their clientele. They may then use these 
identified needs to design their educational programming. Results from audience analysis 
also allow extension educators to consider producers' preferences and use when selecting 
communication channels. With this information educators can best use their limited financial 
resources to target programs regarding issues producers perceive as significant and avoid 
expense using ineffective communication channels. 
Theoretical Framework 
Previous literature regarding adult education suggests educators address needs, interests, and 
problems of their clientele (Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Knowles, 1980; Pratt, 1980). This 
study is based on the premise that understanding the needs and preferences of potential 
audiences will allow educators and communicators to make informed decisions regarding 
program content and delivery. In order to address these issues the needs, interests, and 
problems of audiences must first be identified through some type of needs assessment. 
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Needs assessment is an essential step of educational program design, and based on its role in 
the process could be considered the foundation for the entire educational program planning 
process (Knowles, 1980; Pearce, 1998; Pratt, 1980; Witkin, 1984). Needs assessment is a 
"systematic approach to setting priorities for future action ... it entails making choices among 
goals, based on shared values, and appraising gaps between those goals and the current 
reality" (Witkin, 1984, pp. ix-x). According to Pearce (1998, p.254), most program planning 
models in adult education consider those "gaps," or needs, "the difference between an 
individual's current state of knowledge or skill and a specified norm," based on Tyler's 
(1949) definition of needs. Knowles (1980, p.79) explains the interests of adults may be the 
starting point in planning education programs while the end objective is to meet their needs. 
He mentions one of the top skills of adult educators is using adults' interests to help them 
discover and become interested in their own needs (Knowles, 1980, p.80). 
Accordingly, previous literature regarding the use of needs assessment illustrates the 
resulting identified needs, interests, and problems of clientele may be used to determine the 
most efficient use of limited financial resources, including program development and 
delivery, towards achieving maximum educational success (Edwards, McLucas, Briers, & 
Rohs, 2004, p.76). 
Purpose and Objectives 
The purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences of 
producers in Iowa and the implications for agricultural extension education. The specific 
objectives were to: 
• Identify producers' current use of communication channels in obtaining agricultural 
information. 
• Identify the types of communication channels producers prefer to use to obtain 
agricultural information. 
• Identify agricultural information issues producers perceive as significant. 
Definitions 
Definitions of the following terms helped frame the study. 
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• Producer - For the purpose of this study a producer, or crop producer, is a crop 
farmer. The United States Department of Agriculture defines a farmer as a primary 
operator of a farm from which "$1,000 or more of agricultural products were 
produced and sold, or normally would have been sold annually." Farmers who "raise 
crops for market" (Troeh & Donahue, 2003, p.175) were targeted in this study. A 
convenience sample of producers was used for this study. Producers were selected to 
participate based on their representation of crop producers in their area as determined 
by their local Iowa State University Extension Field Crop Specialist. 
• Communication channel - "The means by which messages get from one individual to 
another." There are two categories of communication channels according to Rogers 
(2003, p. 18), mass media and interpersonal. Mass media channels "enable one to 
reach an audience of many;" they include newspapers, radio, television, and the 
Internet. Interpersonal channels involve a "face-to-face exchange between two or 
more individuals" such as demonstrations, consultations (such as face-to-face and 
telephone), workshops, and meetings (Rogers, 2003, p. 18). The term, "method" is 
also used in this same context throughout the study. 
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• Source - "Individual or an institution that originates a message" (Vergott III et al., 
2005). For the purpose of this study a source refers to the businesses, organizations, 
or agencies with which the communicator or educator is affiliated, such as land-grant 
universities, agricultural chemical companies, or consultation businesses. 
• Focus group - Focus groups are guided interactive group discussions designed to 
gather perceptions, comments, and ideas from participants about a defined area of 
interest in a friendly, non-threatening environment (Litosseliti, 2003; Morgan, 1998a; 
Morgan & Krueger, 1993). 
• Preference - "The act of preferring," which means "to like better or best" (Merriam-
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 2001, p. 916). 
• Use - "The act or practice of employing something" (Merriam-Webster's Collegiate 
Dictionary, 2001, p. 1297). 
• Issue - For the purpose of this study an issue is a topical agricultural area of interest. 
Materials and Methods 
The focus group method of qualitative data collection was selected for this study because it is 
well suited for gathering information about how people feel, think, believe, and behave 
(Larson, Grudens-Schuck, & Allen, 2004; Morgan, 1998a). It is a established method of 
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performing needs assessment (Plaut, Landis, & Trevor, 1993, p.215). Focus groups are 
guided interactive group discussions designed to gather perceptions, comments, and ideas 
from participants about a defined area of interest in a friendly, non-threatening environment 
(Litosseliti, 2003; Morgan, 1998a; Morgan & Krueger, 1993). 
The objectives of this study are an appropriate use of focus groups according to Larson et al. 
(2004). Uses include gathering information about how people experience a program; 
participants' perceptions, attitudes, and values; defining language used by potential survey 
respondents; and adding detail to data collected through a quantitative survey. Focus groups 
are often used in program planning and community development, including extension work 
(Larson et al., 2004). They also provide an effective venue for feedback that may not 
otherwise exist, especially between groups with varying degrees of power such as 
participants and decision makers, or as is the case in this study, academics and producers 
(Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 15). Focus groups serve to bridge the communication gap 
between professionals and their target audiences in a friendly and respectful atmosphere 
(Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 18). 
Litosseliti (2003) suggests focus groups create a more natural environment for data collection 
than other types of qualitative research. Within focus groups participants are constantly 
influencing and being influenced by others, just as they are during normal social interaction 
(Litosseliti, 2003, p.2). Discussions between participants in addition to exchanges between 
the group and moderator are important to consider. The comments made among group 
members can lead to exploration of a range of opinions, or group dynamics may come into 
play creating synergy allowing the group to form consensus (Kitzinger, 1999; Litosseliti, 
2003). This interactivity makes focus groups especially useful for identifying needs and 
limitations which could be missed through other forms of research (Gamon, 1992). 
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Expert recommendations differ, but generally a focus group consists of six to 12 people per 
discussion session, and often more than one session is held (Gamon, 1992; Grudens-Schuck, 
Allen, & Larson, 2004; Litosseliti, 2003). Smaller groups are more suited for discussions on 
complicated, controversial, or emotional topics or to encourage detailed responses 
(Litosseliti, 2003, p.6). In cases when smaller groups are appropriate, Langer (2001) refers 
to groups of two to six participants as "mini focus groups." Mini focus groups are 
particularly useful when budgets or timelines are short or occur when few participants show 
up. They still provide a way to gain valuable data, but can sometimes lack the group 
dynamics of a focus group and become a series of one-on-one interviews (Langer, 2001, p. 
37). 
Focus groups provide reliable, naturalistic data, but that data cannot be generalized to the 
population subjects represent. Focus group data are often collected as audio tapes and 
transcribed. The raw data relies on participant responses and moderator notes including 
language patterns, tone of voice, and body language in addition to their verbatim comments. 
It is generally considered inappropriate to report data by percentages or other quantitative 
methods. (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Krueger, 1998a) 
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This study consisted of five focus groups involving three to nine producers in each group. 
Eight to 12 producers in each group were confirmed to participate. A focus group was held 
in five communities throughout Iowa: Bedford, Clarion, Riceville, Storm Lake, and 
Washington during the month of December 2004. In total, twenty-nine producers 
participated in the study. These procedures align with recommendations by Morgan (1998b, 
pp.79-80) that focus group research involve more than one group depending on the topic, the 
diversity of the target population (including possible responses and previous experience), and 
the location of the groups. A typical number of sessions for focus group research is between 
three and five (Morgan, 1998b, p. 77). 
Prior to the study the researcher completed training in human subjects research through the 
Iowa State University Office of Research Compliance. The Institutional Review Board also 
reviewed the study and found it exempt from the requirements of the University's 
Department of Health and Human Service regulations (see Appendix A). 
Participants were selected based on recommendations from Iowa State University Extension 
Field Crop Specialists. The Field Crop Specialists recommended producers from their area 
who they thought would be active participants in the study and were representative of 
producers in the area. After the names were submitted, potential participants were contacted 
over the telephone to determine if they would participate in the focus group. The Field Crop 
Specialists were asked to recommend participants who were similar to each other in terms of 
operation type since composing a group of people with highly variable characteristics will 
decrease the quality of data (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004). According to Litosseliti (2003, p. 
32) each focus group should be composed of homogeneous individuals from the same 
gender, ethnic, economic, educational, and cultural backgrounds who have similar 
knowledge of the topic to be discussed. This is because people tend to express personal 
views and disclose more to others who they perceive as similar to them (Litosseliti, 2003). 
The common characteristics desired for focus group participants depend on the purpose of 
the research (Litosseliti, 2003, p. 32). In this study participants in the focus groups were 
Caucasian males with ages ranging from late twenties to early sixties who farmed com and 
soybeans. As Krueger suggests in collecting demographic data, participants' observable 
characteristics such as gender, age, and race were noted by the researcher and information 
about their individual farm operations were discussed during the introduction segment of 
each focus group session (Krueger, 1998a, p. 49). 
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Extension Field Crop Specialists made initial contact with producers to get permission to 
submit their names for consideration in the study. Secondary contact and all follow up 
communications were made by the researcher. First contact by the researcher was a 
telephone call to introduce the study concept and determine if the producer would participate. 
Producers with spousal business partners were encouraged to invite their spouse as well. 
Those who agreed to participate were mailed reminder letters prior to the meeting (see 
Appendix B). A total of 115 producers were recommended for the study and were contacted 
by the researcher to determine their interest in participating in the study. Eight to 12 people 
were confirmed to participate in each focus group and final focus group size ranged from 
three to nine participants. The Clarion focus group differed in that the local extension staff 
identified participants directly, and the researcher contacted those who already agreed to 
participate via telephone to introduce the concept of the study. The local county extension 
office mailed reminder letters to the participants prior to the study. 
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Focus groups were held in ISU Extension or community buildings. Four of the meetings 
were held either preceding or following a Pesticide Applicator Training course offered by 
Iowa State University Extension, and one was independently scheduled. Only the 
participants and the researcher were present during each discussion. The researcher served as 
both moderator and recorder. Morgan and Krueger (1993) suggest using amateur moderators 
from within the research group is acceptable, and in some cases preferable. It is especially 
preferred when research questions are continually changing, when the moderator must be 
familiar with participants' language and viewpoints (as was the case in this study) or with the 
goals of the research project (Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 5). In addition to following 
published focus group procedures, the researcher participated in two workshops to gain a 
greater understanding of conducting focus groups and analyzing the resulting data (Boone & 
Doerfert, 2003; Miller, 2004). 
Focus group sessions were limited to 90 minutes, since most focus group experts 
recommended discussion last no longer than two hours (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; 
Morgan, 1998b). Participants were provided with a meal following or preceding the focus 
group session and were also given a small incentive gift, a coffee mug, for participating. 
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A discussion plan was created prior to the focus groups (see Appendix C). As suggested by 
focus group experts, questions were written to be open-ended and non-biased and the 
question sequence progressed from general and unstructured to specific, and from high to 
low importance (Gamon, 1992; Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Krueger, 1993, 1998a, 1998b). 
Questions were reviewed by an experienced focus group moderator and research analyst and 
the question route was altered according to her recommendations (Grudens-Schuck, 2005). 
Focus group discussions began with introductions of all participants, including the 
researcher, then an explanation of discussion rules and expectations including information 
about voluntary participation and participant confidentiality. The first question was 
answered by each person in tum before moving on to open dialogue. 
The focus group sessions were audio-taped and the researcher took field notes during each 
session as Kreuger recommends (Krueger, 1998a, p. 48). Tapes were transcribed by a 
professional transcriptionist. Transcript-based data analysis is the most rigorous and time 
intensive as compared to the other options for focus group data analysis which are tape-
based, note-based, and memory-based (Krueger, 1998a, p. 45). Further analysis was done 
through theme coding and qualitative data charts. All substantive comments were placed in 
categories according to themes addressing the objectives of the study as several focus group 
analysts suggest (Krueger, 1998a; Litosseliti, 2003; Miller, 2004). A theme was considered 
valid when mentioned by two or more focus groups (Nordstrom, Wilson, Kelsey, Maretzki, 
& Pitts, 2000). One participant from each group reviewed discussion summaries to check for 
accuracy performing "post-focus group verification" as Krueger (1998a, p. 11) suggests. No 
discrepancies were noted. 
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Focus group research does have limitations, such as the inability to generalize to larger 
populations. In addition, according to Litosseliti (2003, p. 21), the data collected could 
possibly be affected by moderator bias or manipulation; false consensus; the inability to 
distinguish between individual or group opinion; and the difficulty of analysis and 
interpretation. The researcher addressed these concerns by conducting the sessions devoid of 
personal bias, probing the participants to determine true consensus and individual or group 
opinion, and followed recommended procedures for analyzing data. (Krueger, l 998c; 
Litosseliti, 2003). 
While the data cannot be generalized, it provides valuable insights into the perceptions of the 
participants. The theoretical concepts can be transferred to other similar situations and 
groups. Krueger identifies transferability as, "parallel to the positivistic concept of 
generalizability, except that it is the receiver who decides if the results can be applied to the 
next situation, rather than the sender or researcher" (Krueger, l 998a, p. 70). 
Thesis Organization 
This thesis is organized in a three paper format as follows: a general introduction including 
the purpose of the study and research objectives, literature review, and materials and 
methods; three papers for publication in scientific journals; a general conclusions section; 
and appendices. The three papers were formatted in accordance with individual journal 
guidelines, including section titles and text format, for the Journal for Applied 
Communications, the Journal of Agricultural Education, and the Journal of Extension. 
Corresponding reference sections follow each section of the thesis including the general 
introduction, conclusion, and each individual paper. 
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COMMUNICATION CHANNEL PREFERENCES OF IOWA CROP 
PRODUCERS 
A journal paper prepared for submission to the Journal of Extension 
Melea A. R. Licht and Robert A. Martin 
Introduction 
Extension educators use a variety of communication channels to deliver their educational 
programs to crop producers. This is appropriate since numerous studies have shown 
producers prefer a combination of communication channels when getting their agricultural 
information, and specifically prefer interpersonal communication methods (Bruening, 
Radhakrislma, & Rollins, 1992; Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Israel, 1991; Kotile & Martin, 
2000; Lasley, Padgitt, & Hanson, 2001; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins, Bruening, & 
Radhakrishna, 1991; Suvedi, Campo, & Lapinski, 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998; Vergott 
III, Israel, & Mayo, 2005). 
However, limited financial resources may force extension educators to choose between 
communication channels. In such cases, understanding the target audience, including the 
methods by which they prefer to receive information, allows educators to select 
communication channels accordingly and transfer information efficiently (Bouare & Bowen, 
1990; Radhakrishna, Nelson, Franklin, & Kessler, 2003; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; 
Riesenberg & Gor, 1989; Rollins, 1993). 
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Purpose and Objective 
The overall purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences 
of crop producers in Iowa and assess the implications for agricultural extension education. 
One aspect of this purpose was to identify the types of communication channels producers 
prefer to use to obtain agricultural information. 
Materials and Methods 
This study consisted of five focus groups involving three to nine producers in each group. A 
focus group was held in five communities throughout Iowa: Bedford, Clarion, Riceville, 
Storm Lake, and Washington during the month of December 2004. In total twenty-nine 
producers participated in the study. Participants in the focus groups were Caucasian males 
with ages ranging from late twenties to early sixties who farmed com and soybeans. 
Participants were selected based on recommendations from Iowa State University Extension 
Field Crop Specialists who provided a convenience sample by recommending producers 
from their areas they thought would be active participants in the study and were 
representative of producers in their areas regarding operation type. 
The researcher served as both moderator and recorder. Focus group sessions were limited to 
90 minutes in length. A discussion plan created prior to the focus groups was used by the 
moderator to guide discussion. Focus group discussions were conducted according to 
published protocols (Grudens-Schuck, Allen, & Larson, 2004; Krueger, 1993, 1998b, 1998c; 
Langer, 2001; Litosseliti, 2003; Morgan, 1998a, l 998b). The focus group sessions were 
audio-taped and the researcher took field notes during each session. Tapes were transcribed 
by a professional transcriptionist. Further analysis was done through theme coding and 
qualitative data charts. One participant from each group reviewed discussion summaries to 
check for accuracy. No discrepancies were noted. 
Findings 
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Regarding the types of communication channels crop producers prefer to use to obtain 
agricultural information, the results of this study indicated producers preferred personal 
consultations over all other communication methods. Producers like consultations because 
they provide reliable, timely, local information that can be specific to their operation and/or 
problems. They also believe it is quick and easy to use. One producer stated, "I like to use 
consultations more because you get more specific information to what you're looking for." 
Overall, producers preferred communication channels that are quick to access, easy to use, 
and provide information specific to their operations. 
Producers did not indicate a preference between interpersonal and mass media 
communication channels. They said they rely on media for the majority of their general 
information, but look towards interpersonal communication for detailed, local, or farm-
specific information. One producer said to get agricultural information one would use, "mass 
media first off then if you want the specifics ... you go to interpersonal - either meetings or 
consultations." Producers said they believed interpersonal communication is more reliable 
than information from the media. One producer stated, "the most reliable information would 
be consultation because you get specific answers, when you want them." For this reason 
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they depend on interpersonal information more even though they receive a higher quantity of 
information from the media. Overall producers perceived interpersonal communication as a 
way to sift out the information that does not apply to their situation and get specific 
recommendations. A producer gave an example with his local ISU Extension Field Crop 
Specialist, "John is taking all that information from the left-hand side of the media and 
separating all the BS from the good stuff and telling you what you need to know - kind of 
filtering it out." 
Within mass media communication channels producers preferred radio the most. A major 
reason they said they preferred radio was because, "radio is more timely." They also said 
they preferred radio because it is easy to use, provides local information, and can be accessed 
while they are doing other things. They especially prefer it during busy farming seasons 
when they spend a lot of time operating farm machinery. 
Producers ranked television as their least preferred mass media communication channel. 
Many felt there were few opportunities to view agricultural programs and agriculture is often 
portrayed negatively on television. One response was, "you've got to be quick to catch any 
agricultural information on TV unless there's a mad cow staggering around ... only negative 
agricultural information makes it to TV." 
Producers discussed numerous other mass media channels they preferred including 
magazines, the Internet, and newspapers, but a clear ranking did not surface among them. 
One producer commented, "Magazines are better because of the lack of in-depth information 
in the paper." Magazines tended to be preferred for in-depth information especially for 
photographs and graphs. Producers also said they liked the advertisements but, did not see 
magazines as a source of timely information. 
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The producers who preferred the Internet listed the timeliness of the information as a major 
factor. One said, "The best thing about Internet is you can go in and get it when you want 
it." However, many producers did not prefer the Internet because of slow dial-up 
connections, time necessary to access the information, and the need to devote their attention 
solely to getting the information. Almost all producers in the study were using Data 
Transmission Networks (DTN) to some degree, though many were accessing the DTN 
information through Web sites. Some said they preferred a DTN machine to other methods 
because it has a familiar interface that does not change, it is accessible when their family 
computer is busy, and using the machine does not tie up a phone line. Those who preferred 
DTN believe it is quicker than the Internet. 
Producers also indicated they preferred weekly farm newspapers to daily newspapers. One 
producer said, "I'm not a big fan of the big papers like The Des Moines Register and some of 
those papers ... I find farm news type publications a lot more beneficial." Many considered 
weekly farm newspapers untimely compared to radio or Internet, but still a source of good 
information. 
The overall most preferred communication channel and the method producers' preferred 
among interpersonal communication channels was consultations. Demonstrations were 
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preferred next among interpersonal communication methods, followed by meetings, then by 
workshops which were preferred least. 
Producer comments included, "(a demonstration) would definitely be better than a meeting or 
a workshop; anytime you can see it in action you're a lot better off." Demonstrations were 
especially preferred for situations where visually comparing products or practices is 
important to the message. They preferred large demonstrations where they can compare 
many different products or practices such as the Farm Progress Show. 
Meetings were not preferred because of the general nature of information and the amount to 
time required to attend. They indicated they would prefer workshops for advanced 
information and meetings for general, introductory information. Some producers said their 
relationships with the speakers and the speakers' reputations and presentation abilities affect 
their preferences towards meetings. Producers also said if they are receiving information 
about research results, they preferred to hear directly from the researcher. As compared to 
workshops, one producer said, "I'd go to ten meetings before I'd go to a workshop." 
Despite the finding that workshops were least preferred because producers felt they were 
time consuming, some producers felt they learned more at workshops than at meetings or 
demonstrations. One comment about workshops was "If we'd have to learn more details or 
dwell on it more then I would probably get something out of a workshop." 
Illustrative comments organized according to producer preferences are listed in Tables 1-3. 
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Table 1. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Preference Towards Communication Methods 
Theme Preference Preference Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group 
Comparison sessions) 
Overall Consultations Preferred the most "The most reliable information would be 
Preference over all consultation because you get specific answers, 
communication when you want them." 
methods 
"John (extension) is taking all that info from the 
left-hand side of the media and separating all the 
BS from the good stuff and telling you what you 
need to know - kind of filtering it out." 
"I think all of them (farmers) are consultants in 
their own right ... they say something to neighbors, 
discuss news, and it grows from there." 
No preference Rely on media for "Mass media first off then if you want the 
between majority of specifics ... you go to interpersonal either meetings 
interpersonal information, but on or consultations." 
and media interpersonal for 
detailed, local, or 
farm-specific 
information 
"With interpersonal you're out there with the 
person (looking) for solutions to your own 
situation." 
"The media alert you to a potential problem then 
vou bring it down to the interpersonal." 
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Table 2. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Preference Towards Communication Methods 
Theme Preference Preference Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group 
Comparison sessions) 
Media Radio Preferred the most "Radio is more timely." 
Preferences "If I listen to the radio that day I don't even need to 
open the newspaper." 
Magazines Magazines, Internet, "Magazines are better because of the lack of in-
and Newspapers depth information in the paper." 
varied 
"Magazine is more in-depth, but isn't time 
sensitive." 
Internet "Internet is better than TV without a doubt." 
"The best thing about Internet is you can go in and 
get it when you want it." 
"I can choose what topic I want to read." 
Newspapers "I'm not a big fan of the big papers like the Des 
Moines Register and some of those papers ... they 
may have an article or two occasionally. I find 
farm news type publications a lot more beneficial." 
"Even if you're busy in the field there are 
publications like Iowa Farmer Today or Farm 
News you'll make time for." 
TV Preferred the least "You've got to be quick to catch any ag information 
on TV unless there's a mad cow staggering 
around ... only negative ag info makes it to TV." 
"For quick information television is better." "But 
there aren't too many farm programs on TV." 
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Table 3. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Preference Towards Communication Methods 
Theme Preference Preference Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group 
Comparison sessions) 
Interpersonal Consultations Preferred the most "I like to use consultations more because you get 
Preferences more specific info to what you're looking for 
instead of sitting all afternoon in a meeting." 
"They're a two-way street." 
Demonstrations Preferred the second "It would definitely be better than a meeting or a 
most workshop - anytime you can see it in action you're 
a lot better off." 
"If you're in the market to buy something, or you're 
looking for something to acquire a demonstration 
is best." 
Meetings Generally preferred "I would get more general information of out of a 
next to the least meeting than a workshop." 
"I'd go to ten meetings before I'd go to a 
workshop." 
Workshops Generally preferred "I wouldn't go to a workshop - I just don't have that 
the least kind of time." 
"If we'd have to learn more details or dwell on it 
more then I would probably get something out of a 
workshop." 
These results summarize the communication channel preference of only these selected Iowa 
producers. These data provided valuable insights about which communication channels 
producers prefer, but these results may not be accurately generalized to the overall Iowa 
producer population. However, the theoretical concepts can be transferred to other similar 
situations and groups. Krueger identifies transferability as, "parallel to the positivistic 
concept of generalizability, except that it is the receiver who decides if the results can be 
applied to the next situation, rather than the sender or researcher" (Krueger, 1998a, p.70). 
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Conclusions and Implications 
The results of this study illustrate the following conclusions: 1) producers prefer a variety of 
communication channels; 2) among communication channels producers prefer consultations 
most highly; 3) producers prefer mass media channels for general information and 
interpersonal communication channels for specific and applicable information; 4) among 
mass media channels producers prefer radio; and 5) among interpersonal channels producers 
prefer consultations. 
These results reaffirm the findings of previous studies which established producers prefer a 
variety of communication methods (Bruening et al., 1992; Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Kotile & 
Martin, 2000; Lasley et al., 2001; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi 
et al., 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). The findings from this study provided more insight 
into producers' preferences regarding interpersonal versus mass media communication 
channels. Participants in this study indicated that both types of communication channels are 
preferred for different types of information, while previous studies have concluded producers 
preferred interpersonal communication methods to mass media methods overall (Bruening et 
al., 1992; Israel, 1991; Lasley et al., 2001; Riesenberg & Gor, 1989; Rollins et al., 1991; 
Suvedi, Lapinski, & Campo, 2000; Vergott III et al., 2005). 
Producers' preference towards consultations indicated in this study were consistent with that 
of previous literature which found consultations were a highly preferred communication 
channel (Bruening et al., 1992; Israel, 1991; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi et al., 2000; Vergott 
III et al., 2005) Other specific findings, such as the preference of radio within mass media 
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methods, were in accordance with previous literature as well. Trede and Whitaker (1998) 
and Nelson and Trede (2004) also found that producers (Iowa beginning producers) preferred 
radio as an information source. Participant responses regarding use of the Internet in this 
study were also similar to previous research which reported many producers did not consider 
it a preferred information source and those who did considered it supplemental to other 
methods (Lasley et al., 2001; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Suvedi et 
al., 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). 
The results of this study have special implications for extension educators since they may 
consider the findings when selecting communication methods for use in delivering 
educational programs to producers, especially when limited resources force them to choose 
between communication channels rather than use a combination of methods to deliver their 
educational programs. 
In addition, these results are significant in that they reveal a burgeoning role played by 
agricultural extension educators; that of information filters for producers. Since producers 
consider interpersonal communication methods more reliable, even though they use mass 
media methods more often, extension educators have the opportunity to influence producers 
more significantly than mass media. This role is especially important as producers receive an 
increasing amount of information through an increasing variety of methods. Extension 
educators could grow their "information filtering" role to assist producers in reaching greater 
understanding of agriculture information presented in the media in order to better their farm 
operation and way of life. 
Future research is needed on a broader scale to assess the communication channel 
preferences of Iowa producers. In order to allow for generalization, the data could be 
gathered from a random sample of Iowa producers using large-scale survey research 
methods. The data from this study could serve as a resource for selecting objectives and 
designing questions for such a study. 
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Abstract 
The objective addressed in this study was to identify the types of communication channels 
Iowa producers prefer to use to obtain agricultural information. Data were gathered through 
focus groups, collected as audio tapes and transcriptions, and analyzed using theme coding 
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and qualitative data charts. Conclusions included: 1) producers prefer a variety of 
communication channels; 2) producers prefer consultations most highly; 3) producers prefer 
mass media channels for general information and interpersonal communication channels for 
specific and applicable information; 4) among mass media channels producers prefer radio; 
and 5) among interpersonal channels producers prefer consultations. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences of crop 
producers in Iowa and the implications for agricultural extension education. The specific 
objective addressed in this report was to identify how Iowa producers use communication 
channels. The results will help agricultural extension educators and communicators make 
informed decisions regarding program delivery. To collect this data the study consisted of 
five producer focus groups held throughout Iowa. Focus group data were collected as audio 
tapes and transcriptions. Analysis was performed through theme coding and qualitative data 
charts. Conclusions based on the findings include: 1) producers use a variety of 
communication channels to gather agricultural information; 2) producers primarily use radio 
and consultations for gathering agricultural information; and 3) producers use mass media 
channels for general information and interpersonal communication channels for specific and 
applicable information. 
Introduction 
Extension educators use both interpersonal and mass media communication channels in 
diffusing and collecting information especially through the delivery of programming, 
reporting research results, and communicating with constituents (Rogers, 2003, p. 18). Using 
a variety of communication channels is recommended since extension clientele, including 
producers, utilize various communication methods (Boone & Zenger, 2001; Bruening, 
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Radhakrislma, & Rollins, 1992; Creswell, 1990; Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Kotile & Martin, 
2000; Lasley, Padgitt, & Hanson, 2001; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins, Bruening, & 
Radhakrishna, 1991; Suvedi, Campo, & Lapinski, 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). 
While it is recommended extension educators base their communication channel choice on 
audience analysis and use a variety of methods, Riesenberg and Gor (1989) found that most 
information senders do not follow these recommendations. They believe most 
communication decisions are based on the sender's, rather than the receiver's, perspective. 
Most information is transferred through the methods used because the sender selected the 
channels based on the ease of use for themselves rather than the needs of their audience 
(Riesenberg & Gor, 1989). For example, limited financial resources may force extension 
educators to choose between communication channels, rather than using them in 
combination. In such cases, understanding the target audience, including the methods they 
use to receive information, will allow educators to select communication channels 
accordingly and transfer information efficiently (Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Radhakrishna, 
Nelson, Franklin, & Kessler, 2003; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Riesenberg & Gor, 1989; 
Rollins, 1993). 
Previous studies of Iowa producers have shown they use a variety of methods to gather 
agricultural information (Creswell, 1990; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Lasley et al., 2001; Trede 
& Whitaker, 1998). Producers were shown to use consultations often, and overall to utilize 
interpersonal communication methods most (Gamon, Bounaga, & Miller, 1992; Lasley et al., 
2001; Petrzelka, Padgitt, & Wintersteen, 1999). 
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Research involving producers throughout the country showed similar results (Bouare & 
Bowen, 1990; Brashear, Hollis, & Wheeler, 2000; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Suvedi, 
Lapinski, & Campo, 2000). In addition, many studies found producers use the Internet as a 
supplemental source of information (Brashear et al., 2000; Lasley et al., 2001; Radhakrishna 
et al., 2003; Suvedi et al., 1999; Vergott III, Israel, & Mayo, 2005). 
Based on the important roles of communication channel use in the educational process within 
extension, there is a need for greater understanding about how producers use these channels 
so that educators and communicators may select and deliver programming in the most 
efficient ways. This study sought to illustrate the communication channel use of selected 
Iowa producers to provide this necessary information to agricultural educators and 
communicators. The results will be especially helpful for extension educators and 
communicators to consider in cases for which funding or time does not allow for a detailed 
audience analysis for each educational program. 
Purpose and Objective 
The overall purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences 
of producers in Iowa and the implications for agricultural Extension education. One aspect 
of this purpose was to identify producers' current use of communication channels in 
obtaining agricultural information. 
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Methods 
The focus group method of qualitative data collection was selected for this study because it is 
particularly suited for gathering information about how people feel, think, believe, and 
behave (Larson, Grudens-Schuck, & Allen, 2004; Morgan, 1998a). Focus groups are guided 
interactive group discussions designed to gather perceptions, comments, and ideas from 
participants about a defined area of interest in a friendly, non-threatening environment 
(Litosseliti, 2003; Morgan, 1998a; Morgan & Krueger, 1993). Focus groups are often used 
in program planning and community development, including extension work (Larson et al., 
2004). They also provide a venue for feedback that may not otherwise exist, especially 
between groups with varying degrees of power such as participants and decision makers, or 
as is the case in this study, academics and producers (Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 15). 
This study consisted of five focus groups involving three to nine producers in each group. 
Eight to 12 producers in each group were confirmed to participate. A focus group was held 
in five communities throughout Iowa: Bedford, Clarion, Riceville, Storm Lake, and 
Washington during the month of December 2004. In total twenty-nine producers participated 
in the study. These procedures align with recommendations by Morgan and Kruegar (1998b) 
regarding focus group size and number of sessions. 
Participants were selected based on recommendations from Iowa State University Extension 
Field Crop Specialists. The Field Crop Specialists recommended producers from their area 
who they thought would be active participants in the study and were representative of 
producers in the area. The Field Crop Specialists were asked to recommend similar 
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participants since people tend to communicate more openly and honestly with others they 
perceive as similar to themselves (Grudens-Schuck, Allen, & Larson, 2004; Litosseliti, 
2003). Participants in the focus groups were Caucasian males with ages ranging from late 
twenties to early sixties who farmed com and soybeans. A total of 115 producers were 
recommended for the study and were contacted by the researcher to determine their interest 
in participating in the study. 
Only the participants and the researcher were present during each discussion. The researcher 
served as both moderator and recorder. In addition to following published focus group 
procedures, the researcher participated in two workshops prior to conducting the research to 
gain a greater understanding of conducting focus groups and analyzing the resulting data 
(Boone & Doerfert, 2003; Miller, 2004). Focus group sessions were limited to 90 minutes in 
length, since most focus group experts recommended discussion last no longer than two 
hours (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Morgan, 1998b ). 
A discussion plan was created prior to the focus groups. As suggested by focus group 
experts questions were written to be open-ended and non-biased and the question sequence 
progressed from general and unstructured to specific, and from high to low importance 
(Gamon, 1992; Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Krueger, 1993, 1998a, 1998b). Questions were 
reviewed by an experienced focus group moderator and research analyst and the question 
route was altered according to her recommendations (Grudens-Schuck, 2005). 
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As experts recommend, the focus group data were collected via audio tapes and field notes 
(Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Krueger, 1998a). Tapes were transcribed by a professional 
transcriptionist. The researcher performed data analysis through theme coding and 
qualitative data charts. One participant from each group reviewed discussion summaries, 
performing "post-focus group verification," as Krueger (1998a, p. 11) suggests to check for 
accuracy. No discrepancies were noted. 
Findings 
In response to the objective, identify producers' current use of communication channels in 
obtaining agricultural information, the producers in this study were found to use radio and 
consultations most frequently for receiving agricultural information. Overall, producers use 
mass media communication methods more often, but consider information gathered through 
interpersonal methods as more reliable. Specific quotes by producers illustrating the 
following results are listed in Tables 1-4. 
Each focus group reached consensus that radio is the most frequently used communication 
channel. Almost every participant used radio to receive agricultural information daily. They 
used radio to gather agricultural information about local weather, markets, world news, and 
commentary. Producer comments included, "the radio is what I rely on most. I listen 
everyday to get all the information. If that was gone I'd be lost," and "the number one 
(information source) for me would be radio." Every focus group also agreed the use of radio 
was especially high during planting and harvesting seasons when they spent many hours 
working in farm vehicles. They used radio so regularly because they believe it is a timely 
source of agricultural information, it is easy to use, and they can do other things (such as 
drive, feed livestock, etc.) while listening. One producer said, "I use radio the most during 
the busy season," and another commented, "radio is quicker. .. you can listen while you're 
still working." Many listed the same specific programs or stations and plan their daily 
activities around these programs. 
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Consultation is the next most frequently used communication channel. Talking with other 
people, either face-to-face or over the phone, ranked next highest among uses in every focus 
group. Producers believe consultation is the quickest, most direct method for getting local, 
operation specific agricultural information. One producer said, "it's a lot faster to go get the 
consultation." They place high value on consultations with other producers, neighbors, and 
friends in addition to consultations with company representatives, local agronomists, and 
extension educators. According to one producer, "you get a lot of information every Sunday 
morning after church; you sit and visit with your friends." Producers list this as their most 
reliable source of information. They use consultations as a way to sort through information 
gathered through other methods and determine what specifically applies to their farming 
operations. As one producer stated, "you go to someone like John (an ISU Extension Field 
Crop Specialist) you know, someone local, and ask how it might be applied to your area -
they know the area." 
After the first two most used communication methods there was no clear consensus among 
focus groups regarding other communication methods, except for the method least used 
which was television. Television was identified in each focus group as the method least used 
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for receiving agricultural information. Producers felt there are few agricultural programs 
offered, and the agricultural issues covered by television media are negative or have an anti-
agriculture bias. Several producers voiced displeasure with the portrayal of producers in the 
television media including advertisements. Comments included, "when I do watch TV I 
change the channel whenever a chemical commercial comes on ... most of them make 
producers look like a bunch of idiots in my opinion," and "like everybody else, I'd say I get 
zero (information) from TV." While they did list this method as the least used for 
agricultural information, there were a few programs, such as Market to Market and Ag Day, 
mentioned in every focus group. Producers also mentioned local agriculture programs 
offered by private consultants or companies, such as The Hefty Brothers and Ag Ph.D., as a 
way they get agricultural information. 
Producers spoke highly of weekly farm newspapers, and said they read them each week. 
Their comments included, "there's a lot of information in Iowa Producer Today, and the 
Farm Bureau (Spokesman)," and "it (the weekly farm paper) is focused directly to the 
producer." However, they were very negative towards daily newspapers and several 
specifically criticized The Des Moines Register for their lack of unbiased agricultural news. 
One producer said, "The Des Moines paper is almost like anti-agriculture, the yuppie paper, 
there used to be a lot of agricultural stuff in the Sunday paper but there isn't much now." A 
few Internet-savvy producers felt the weekly newspapers were not timely enough compared 
to the Internet, but this was not a consensus reached in any group. 
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Producers agreed they use magazines as a source of agricultural information. While they 
receive magazines monthly, producers said they often do not read them on a monthly basis, 
but rather save the magazines until they have more time to devote to reading. This use 
pattern, in addition to the monthly or quarterly issue nature of magazines, led producers to 
describe them as an untimely source of information. Comments included, "I try to read them 
(magazines) but it seems like they all come at once and they end up in a pile and quite often 
the information is old by the time you get to reading it," and "a magazine is usually too late 
by the time you get it." They use magazines for gathering in-depth production information, 
equipment information, and research study results. One producer said, "magazines have the 
most focused, in-depth studies," and another said, "there's a lot of information in there that 
they don't have time on the radio to cover and a lot more information than in a newsletter." 
Producers also use magazines for their advertising sections, pictures, and graphs. If there is a 
story of particular interest to them many producers will keep the magazine to refer to later. 
Some indicated they would take issues with them to read during breaks while harvesting. All 
producers in the study received magazines, but many do not actively subscribe. 
DTN (Data Transmission Networks) was used by almost all producers in the study. They 
primarily use DTN for local market and weather information. Those that continue to use 
DTN machines keep using them because they like the familiar and consistent interface, it can 
be used when the family computer or phone line is busy, and it is quicker than accessing 
information over the Internet. One producer said he continued to use DTN because, "it's the 
same thing year after year on the screen where the computer, maybe somebody changes their 
Web page. It might be different and then you have to readjust yourself to what you're 
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looking at." Another producer who did not use the Internet said, "I'm not a computer guy so 
DTN is a lot better." Those who do not use the individual DTN satellite systems, still get 
information from DTN over the Internet or at local businesses that have the machines. 
According to one producer he, "can get 99% of what's on the DTN on the Internet now." 
Considering the two methods for accessing the information (individual DTN machines and 
the Internet) DTN was more commonly used by producers than Internet alone. 
Consensus was not reached in any focus group regarding the use of the Internet. The use 
varied greatly within groups ranging from daily use to total avoidance. The range of 
responses included, "Internet is the next best source. You get research information a lot 
quicker and a wider range of information from farther away. I check many of the university 
agricultural sites," to "I can run it (the Internet on the computer), but I'd just as soon take a 
hammer and throw it through the screen ... basically there's stuff on it if you have the time to 
sit there." The producers that use the Internet get weather, crop reports, markets, 
commentary, production, and product information from it, and especially use it for e-mail. 
Several producers mentioned receiving agriculture e-mail newsletters from companies and 
organizations. Producers who receive e-mail newsletters said, "I'll receive an e-mail on a 
certain topic that's come up and then there are links to go to for more in-depth information," 
and "the e-mail newsletters are quick and easy and you can unsubscribe if you don't want 
them anymore." Many producers do not search for information, but rather use URLs 
referenced through other communication channels such as consultations or magazines. One 
producer said, "My e-mail use kind of goes with consultation ... guys will send me a link to 
keep an eye out for this from extension, or the local agronomist, or it's mentioned on the 
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radio." They said they use the Internet because the information is available on their timeline. 
The producers who do not use the Internet listed many reasons for their lack of use including 
slow computer connections and amount of time required devoted solely to gathering the 
information. Their comments included, "I don't use the Internet because it's so slow at my 
house I get sick of waiting for it to load up," and "you don't have time to go and play around 
with the computer to see what's going on." 
Many producers receive newsletters, but did not mention them as a highly used method for 
gaining agricultural information. Overall, they see them as a supplemental method for 
getting information. For example one producer said, "I don't really rely on information from 
newsletters - it's just interesting to know." They use newsletters for timely, local production 
issues, management recommendations, product/equipment information, and research results. 
As one producer said, "it's pretty much regional information like what you need to be looking 
for and thinking about for spring." They receive newsletters from private companies, 
consultants, or public organizations such as Iowa State University. One newsletter in 
particular, the Integrated Crop Management newsletter from Iowa State University, was 
mentioned frequently in groups as a regularly used method of getting information, and one 
they often keep and refer back to as necessary. One producer commented, "I'll get a stack of 
them and have them in the pick up then use the photos in the field, that's pretty good." 
Producers also mentioned they get some newsletters/publications from the local extension 
office when they are interested in a particular topic and want more general information. 
They did not dislike paying a nominal fee for these publications or for newsletters from 
public organizations. 
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Producers indicated they attend meetings approximately two to three times per year. They 
attended meetings to gather general information on a topic as applied to their local area. 
Producers often chose to attend meetings based on the quality of the speaker or their 
relationship with the speaker. One producer said "it depends on the person rather than the 
meeting or style," and another said, "I go to any of the extension meetings within driving 
distance that work in my schedule. They're a big help and a good method of presentation and 
good information." Some do not use meetings because they desire more detailed information 
or because they believe they are too time consuming, as one producer said, "you come to a 
lot of meetings and everybody's going to talk in generalizations. I'm not interested in 
generalizations. I want site specific for what my problem is at my place ... but when you're 
sitting here with twenty people they've got twenty different problems." 
Although many producers indicated they would learn more at a workshop than at a meeting, 
they only attended workshops occasionally (possibly once a year). Producers comments 
included, "I usually learn more from a workshop," and "if it's a workshop you usually got to 
spend all day there." They said not many workshops are offered for producers and those that 
are require a considerable time commitment. The workshops they do attend are mostly 
offered by producer associations. At these workshops producers get marketing information 
such as the producer who said, "I did go to a Farm Bureau marketing workshop that was 
really good ... people tend to shy away from having to work on something that's not job 
related," or get details about special production programs (such as Quality Beef Assurance). 
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Many producers attend demonstrations, especially at farm shows, but do not list them as a 
primary way to get agricultural information. One producer said, "I don't like to go to 
demonstrations. I just don't have the time and I get my social time other places," and another 
commented, "the time element is the biggest reason I don't attend." Producers predominantly 
use this method to gather comparative information when selecting products such as 
equipment or seed. They also use demonstrations to make decisions about management 
issues or to find a solution to a production problem. Comments included, "I go to them for 
iron, machinery, different things like the application of equipment," and "you're not going to 
see some of that stuff on paper. .. plowing, ripping, new tillage." They choose to attend 
demonstrations based on the reputed ability of the presenters, the proximity, and the 
timeliness and applicability of the information presented. Producers also indicated some may 
attend for the social aspect, including the meals. No one offered complaints about the time or 
day demonstrations were offered. 
Regarding all communication methods, producers said they do consider cost when choosing 
between methods. They select methods based on the amount of information they will receive 
in return for their investment of money and time. 
Overall, producers use mass media communication methods more often, but consider 
information gathered through interpersonal methods as more reliable. For example, one 
producer said, "consultation is more than 90% believable." They use mass media methods to 
get general agricultural information and news, and then use interpersonal communication 
methods to gain greater understanding of the information. Producer comments included, "I 
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get information from people because of the relationship we have," and "you go to someone 
like John (ISU Extension Field Crop Specialist) you know someone local, and ask how it 
might be applied to your area - they know the area." They use interpersonal communication 
as a way to filter out information that does not apply to them and get specific information for 
their farm type and location. 
Although these results summarize the communication channel use of only selected Iowa 
producers, the data provides valuable insight about how producers use communication 
channels. These results may not be accurately generalized to the overall Iowa producer 
population. However, the theoretical concepts can be transferred to other similar situations 
and groups. Krueger identifies transferability as, "parallel to the positivistic concept of 
generalizability, except that it is the receiver who decides if the results can be applied to the 
next situation, rather than the sender or researcher" pg. 70 (Krueger, l 998a). 
Conclusions 
The results of this study lead to the following conclusions: 1) producers use a variety of 
communication channels to gather agricultural information; 2) producers primarily use radio 
and consultations for gathering agricultural information; and 3) producers use mass media 
channels for general information and interpersonal communication channels for specific and 
applicable information. 
Overall, the results of this study support previous literature in that the best way to 
communicate with producers is through a variety of communication channels (Boone & 
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Zenger, 2001; Bruening et al., 1992; Creswell, 1990; Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Kotile & 
Martin, 2000; Lasley et al., 2001; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi 
et al., 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). And, extension educators should utilize 
communication methods discussed in this study according to the identified use by producers 
(Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Radhakrishna et al., 2003; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins, 
1993). 
The specific results about communication channels most used (radio and consultations) are 
consistent with previous studies by Martin and Omer (1990) and Bouare (1990), which found 
radio to be a primary method of communication between extension educators and their 
audiences. Several studies also previously showed the use and significance of consultations 
(Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Gamon et al., 1992; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Petrzelka et al., 1999). 
Discussion 
Various communication methods should be used to deliver information as part of educational 
programs according to the ways by which producers identified they use each method. Based 
on this study the following recommendations may be considered when implementing 
educational programs for Iowa producers. 
Agricultural Extension educators and communicators should utilize radio as the top method 
for communicating with producers. This is especially true of information that needs to reach 
them in a timely manner or needs to be distributed during planting or harvesting seasons. 
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Consultations should also be a primary method for disseminating educational information to 
producers. Extension educators could use tools such as fact sheets, internal newsletters, and 
in-service or Web training to expand their own knowledge base in order to present accurate 
information through consultations. Educators should also utilize intermediary audiences who 
provide consultations to producers to deliver their messages such as independent or private 
consultants. 
Other specific recommendations include using magazines to communicate detailed 
information that is important regardless of time of delivery, and farm newspapers for 
information that is useful on a weekly timeframe. Also, the Internet should be used as a 
supplemental information source, and producers should be directed to specific Web sites 
through other media. Based on these findings, extension educators and communicators 
should also deemphasize efforts focused on television and daily newspapers. 
Regarding interpersonal methods, consultations, meetings, and demonstrations should be 
used to provide producers a local perspective on agricultural issues. Demonstrations should 
especially be used to compare production practices or demonstrate solutions to current, local 
problems. Extension educators should offer meetings and demonstrations close to their 
target audience and feature skilled presenters with whom the audience is familiar. Based on 
these results, workshops should be reserved for only complex, specific information that 
requires a high level of learner interaction to understand. 
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In addition to these specific recommendations, these results are significant to agricultural 
education in that they reveal a burgeoning role played by agricultural extension educators; 
that of information filters for producers. Since producers consider interpersonal 
communication methods as more reliable, even though they use mass media methods more 
often, extension educators have the opportunity to influence producers more significantly 
than mass media. This role is especially important as producers receive an increasing 
amount of information through an increasing variety of methods. Extension educators could 
grow their "information filtering" role to assist producers in reaching greater understanding 
of agriculture information presented in the media in order to better their farm operations and 
way of life. 
Future research is needed on a broader scale to assess the communication channel use of 
Iowa producers. In order to allow for generalization, the data could be gathered from a 
random sample of Iowa producers using large-scale survey research methods. The data from 
this study could serve as a resource for selecting objectives and designing questions for such 
a study. 
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Table 1. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Information Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group sessions) 
Mentioned 
Radio daily use weather, markets WOI, Doug "I guess I'd feel lost if it wasn't for the radio." 
Cooper 
easy-to-use commentary KICD "The radio is what I rely on most. I listen everyday to get all 
the information. If that was gone I'd be lost." 
low time auction info David Cruse "It could depend on the season, but radio is usually the best." 
commitment 
timely crop reports WNX "I use radio the most during the busy season." 
use the most world news Satellite radio "Radio is quicker ... you can listen while you're still working." 
of all media 
depends on KMA, WHO "If it's really busy I listen to radio all the time - it's the top thing 
the season if you're on the go." 
can use it WMP "If I'm in the tractor I listen to the radio all day, but otherwise if 
while working I'm not in the tractor I don't listen much during the day." 
WGN,WMC "I started using a headset for the radio in the hog barn, it 
keeps the noise down and I can listen to the news ... that's a 
major source of where I hear my day-to-day stuff." 
"The number one for me would be radio." 
Consultations frequent use, timely production Local "I got a farmer next to me that farms 5800 acres, so I talk to 
weekly issues agronomist hirn several times a year about chemicals and seed. I always 
check with my dealers ... I call George (extension) whenever I 
have questions." 
most reliable recommendations Extension office "I call a seed dealer or the extension office first and a chemical 
rep is the last resort." 
timely farm specific "If you really have a question extension is where to go." 
management issues 








use to solve yield information "I get information from people because of the relationship we 
problems have." 
technical ag info "I can't emphasize consultation enough - with a brother in 
agronomy I call him all the time." 
local production info "You go to someone like John (extension) you know someone 
local, and ask how it might be applied to your area - they know 
the area." 
"Talking with other farmers and finding out what your 
neighbors are doing and noticing when they're spraying." 
"You take a log of your neighbor's information if it pertains to 
your soil type, your environment." 
"You get a lot of information every Sunday morning after 
church, vou sit and visit with vour friends." 
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Table 2. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Information Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group sessions) 
Mentioned 
Newspapers considered yield results Ag News "If we lost radio then let's face it we're not going to depend on 
untimely the newspapers to get our information because that's just too 
slow." 
weekly use for ag news Farm Bureau "There just aren't enough farmers to make it ag a priority for 
farm Spokesman them (daily newspapers)." 
publications 
daily/local Des Moines "I've usually heard something about it (the ag news) on the 
papers not a Register radio before, but sometimes there's some more detailed 
good source information in there (newspaper)." 
of ag info 
Farm News "It's (the weekly farm paper) focused directly to the farmer.." 
Iowa Farmer "I subscribe to the Storm Lake paper so I get a little local news 
Today but I don't get anything ag related of out of that." 
"The Des Moines paper is almost like anti-agriculture, the 
yuppie paper, there used to be a lot of agricultural stuff in they 
Sunday paper but there isn't much now." 
"(Daily) newspapers would be the first to eliminate if you're 
looking for ag news." 
"There's a lot of information in Iowa Farmer Today, and Farm 
Bureau (spokesman)." 
"Illinois AgriNews is one of the best ag newspapers I've ever 
read ... bio as the Des Moines Reoister." 
Magazines monthly use detailed production Wallaces "Magazines have the most focused, in-depth studies." 
info Farmer 
good for fertility studies Successful "It depends on what time of year it is if you read them, you may 
detailed Farmer save them up for a rainy day." 
information 
do not read tillage studies Farm Journal "I try to read them but it seems like they all come at once and 
immediately, they end up in a pile and quite often the information is old by 
browse later the time you get to reading it." 
not timely GPS "I'd be more apt to throw a magazine in the pick-up and take 
information with me if I'm hauling grail or running the grain cart or 
something." 
production news "A magazine is usually too late by the time you get it." 
photographs "If I need more information on a subject that I heard about on 
the radio I go to magazines." 
"There's so much in there that doesn't pertain to you." 
"We don't sign up for them, they just send them." 
"What I like about magazines is you can watch TV and read." 
"There's a lot of information in there that they don't have time 
on the radio to cover and a lot more information than in a 
newsletter." 
DTN daily use markets/weather "I can get 99% of what's on the DTN on the Internet now." 
many have commentary "I keep it because of the speed ... I've got high speed 
switched to (Internet), too ... it doesn't take that long but yet I can just press 
Internet a button (on DTN) and it's there." 
"It's the same thing year after year on the screen where the 
computer maybe somebody changes their Web page. It might 
be different and then you have to readjust yourself to what 
you're looking at." 
"I kept it because it's another source - when the computer is 
busy I've got that." 
"I'm not a computer guy so DTN is a lot better." 
"I use the DTN a lot but I'll probably get rid of it since we just 
got new Internet... all that information is available on the 
Internet." 
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Table 3. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Information Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group sessions) 
Mentioned 
Internet use ranges weather, markets Integrated Pest "Internet is the next best source. You get research info a lot 
from daily- Management quicker and a wider range of information from farther away. I 
weekly by Web site check many of the university ag sites." 
many 
some avoid commentary University of "During the growing season they (University of Illinois) e-mail 
completely Illinois weekly e- me with their weekly crop update ... there might be one out of 
mail crop update twelve subjects that interest me." 
time research/reference Local extension "The e-mail newsletters are quick and easy and you can 
consuming office e-mail unsubscribe if you don't want them anymore." 
newsletter 
primary use is yield information Kansas State "I'll receive an e-mail on a certain topic that's come up and 
fore-mail Web site then there are links to go to for more in-depth information." 
referred to e-mail newsletters Successful "My e-mail use kind of goes with consultation ... guys will send 
urls by other Farming Web me a link to keep an eye out for this from extension, or the 
media site local agronomist, or it's mentioned on the radio." 
do not search details on production Iowa Farm "When I use it I'm not on there surfing looking for ag 
often and management Bureau Web site information, I mean it's markets and weather." 
issues 
crop reports Pioneer Growing "If I got a question or if I get confused on an answer I'm 
Point Web site given ... I can get specific answers on-line" 
resource information e-mail "Most of mine comes from the Internet and email probably. I 
newsletters from get emails a lot through my producer group." 
KMA (daily) 
ag news DTN Web site "I get on the Pioneer Growing Point Web site every morning. 
There's a lot of information there - markets, weather, 
commentary. That's my number one source at the moment." 
markets, weather Corn Growers "You used to have to get this information at demonstrations." 
Association Web 
site 
yield statements "I think we're better informed than we were ten years ago 
because of the Internet." 
commentary "I don't use the Internet a lot for ag information." 
markets, LDP info "You don't have time to go and play around with the computer 
to see what's going on." 
farm subsidy "I can run it, but I'd just as soon take a hammer and throw it 
payments through the screen ... basically there's stuff on it if you have 
the time to sit there." 
"I don't like to just sit there and just search ... I'll call Extension 
to get a recommended Web site they know is really good then 
go to specific sites." 
"You have to sit down to get it." 
"I don't use the Internet because it's so slow at my house I get 
sick of waitina for it to load uo." 
Newsletters use varies ag production info Integrated Crop "I'll get a stack of them and have them in the pick up then use 
Management the photos in the field, that's pretty good." 
perceived as economic information private "I'm a CCA, too so we get a lot of information that way ... 
supplemental agronomists newsletters from Iowa State and seed companies." 
information 
local management seed companies "If you've got something specific you're looking for then you go 
information to the extension office for a pamphlet or something." 
technical info seed dealer "If you're looking for a certain bug, I can take a leaflet from the 
newsletters agronomist out the field and say this is what I got, but I can't 
do that with the Internet." 
"It's pretty much regional information like what you need to be 
looking for and thinking about for spring." 
"A lot of the information is university research ... maybe it 
comes out of Purdue, Illinois, or Iowa State but they pass it off 
as their own." 
"Sometimes it's too late." 
"Lots of times those letter warn you ahead of time what to look 
for and everything so that is timely enough you could do it, like 
Pioneer." 
"I don't really rely on information from newsletters - it's just 
interestina to know." 
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Table 4. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Information Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group sessions) 
Mentioned 
Meetings occasional local production info Crop Advantage "I go to any of the extension meetings within driving distance 
use (2,3 per Series that work in my schedule. They're a big help and a good 
year) method of presentation and good information." 
timely basic/general level Pesticide "The information is at too basic a level for me. I stopped going 
Applicator because I wanted a little more sophisticated information. But, 
Training I love the Crop Advantage meetings." 
time management issues Seed Dealers "I like to go to meetings, but if my time schedule doesn't allow 
consuming it I just don't make them." 
"It depends on the person rather than the meeting or style." 
"You come to a lot of meetings and everybody's going to talk 
in generalizations. I'm not interested in generalizations. I want 
site specific for what my problem is at my place ... but when 
you're sitting here with twenty people they've got twenty differe 
"Meetings tend to a little more biased." 
"Subject has to pertain to something you're doing." 
"They're pretty general." 
"Could use the ICN more ... it hasn't been utilized for anything 
in the last couole of vears." 
Demonstrations occasional equipment Farm Progress "I don't like to go to demonstrations. I just don't have the time 
(2,3 per year) comparisons Show and I get my social time other places." 
time tillage practices "The time element is the biggest reason I don't attend." 
consuming 
yield trials "I go to them for iron, machinery, different things like the 
application of equipment." 
comparative "You're not going to see some of that stuff on paper ... plowing, 
information ripping, new tillage." 
"If something's wrong I want to see what's going on." 
"Depends on how far you have to travel to get to ii." 
"If it uses comparative information instead of just mostly their 
product ... they should show others." 
"Now that you can get on the Internet to see what they're 
selling there's no reason to go." 
"The people make the difference, sometimes they're just plain 
boring." 
"You can see five different dealers and compare side by side." 
"I just go the Farm Progress Show and watch the 
demonstrations." 
Workshops once a year marketing ISU "We go down to Iowa State to the field education field house. 
Agribusiness We have training down there so that's probably my biggest 




time Farm Bureau "I did go to a Farm Bureau marketing workshop that was really 
consuming good ... people tend to shy away from having to work on 
something that's not job related." 
"Aren't too many offered." 
"If it's a workshop you usually got to spend all day there." 
"I usuallv learn more from a workshoo." 
TV weekly use markets, weather Ag Ph.D. "Not too any farm programs on." "They're not on at the right 
time." 
not a primary local agronomy Ag Day "The Hefty Boys and Ag PhD give you something to think 
source of ag about." 
info 
local shows Hefty Brothers "Like everybody else, I'd say I get zero from TV." 
by crop 
consultants 
make it more 
of an option 
US Farm Report "I use TV if there's a program on that's worthwhile." 
Market to "When I do watch TV I change the channel whenever a 
Market chemical commercial comes on ... most of them makes 
farmers look like a bunch of idiots in my opinion." 
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The purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences of crop 
producers in Iowa and the implications for agricultural extension education. The objective 
addressed in this report was to identify agricultural information issues producers perceive as 
significant. The results will help agricultural extension educators and communicators make 
informed decisions regarding program content and delivery. To identify these needs and 
preferences this study consisted of five crop producer focus groups held throughout Iowa. 
Focus group data were collected as audio tapes and transcriptions. Analysis was performed 
through theme coding and qualitative data charts. 
Conclusions based on the findings include: 1) needs assessments can be used to identify 
issues about which producers desire more information; 2) producers perceive local, timely, 
marketing, and mangement issues as significant; and 3) producers consider the source of 
research funding when determining the reliability of research results. Based on these 
conclusions the following recommendations were made: 1) educators should select program 
topics according to timeliness and the location and operation type of their target audience, 2) 
marketing or management recommendations and updates would be meaningful topics to 
include in educational programs, and 3) educators should report the source of research 
funding when presenting research findings. 
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Introductionffheoretical Basis 
Extension educators can best serve the needs of their clientele if they have identified and 
analyzed their target audience. Understanding the target audience including its demographic 
characteristics, level of knowledge, perception of issues, and preference and use of 
communication channels aids educators in crafting programming most suited to their 
clientele (Bruening, Radhakrislma, & Rollins, 1992; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Richardson & 
Mustian, 1994). 
Kotile and Martin (2000) suggest that agricultural extension educators continually profile 
producers in order to best serve their educational needs. In addition to identifying needs, 
Martin and Omer (1987) also suggest the information gathered in audience analysis can be 
used to prioritize educational needs. This type of on-going audience analysis can be used to 
plan and revise educational programming to address issues in alignment with producers' 
priorities (Martin & Omer, 1987). 
This study was based on the premise that understanding the needs and preferences of Iowa 
producers will allow Iowa agricultural extension educators and communicators to make 
informed decisions regarding program content and delivery. In order to address these issues 
the needs, interests, and problems of audiences must first be identified through some type of 
needs assessment. 
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Needs assessment is an essential step of educational program design, and based on its role in 
the process could be considered the foundation for the entire educational program planning 
process (Knowles, 1980; Pearce, 1998; Pratt, 1980; Witkin, 1984). Needs assessment is a 
"systematic approach to setting priorities for future action ... it entails making choices among 
goals, based on shared values, and appraising gaps between those goals and the current 
reality" (Witkin, 1984, pp. ix-x). According to Pearce (1998, p.254), most program planning 
models in adult education consider those "gaps," or needs, "the difference between an 
individual's current state of knowledge or skill and a specified norm," based on Tyler's 
(1949) definition of needs. Knowles (1980, p.79) explains the interests of adults may be the 
starting point in planning education programs while the end objective is to meet their needs. 
He mentions one of the top skills of adult educators is using adults' interests to help them 
discover and become interested in their own needs (Knowles, 1980, p. 80). 
Previous literature regarding the use of needs assessment illustrates the resulting identified 
needs, interests, and problems of clientele may be used to determine the most efficient use of 
limited financial resources, including program development and delivery, towards achieving 
maximum educational success (Edwards, McLucas, Briers, & Rohs, 2004, p.76). 
Previous studies examining the topics or issues Iowa producers find significant show a strong 
emphasis on agribusiness management, production decisions, and local, farm specific issues 
(Kotile & Martin, 2000; Martin & Orner, 1987; Nelson & Trede, 2004). 
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Martin and Omer ( 1987) surveyed Iowa young producers to determine what issues they 
ranked as important for educational programs. Overall they listed marketing, record keeping, 
and production management as the most important topics for educational programs. The 
most highly ranked topics in crop production were marketing, production records, and soil 
fertility. Production records, marketing, production management, and health and diseases 
were the top issues listed for livestock production (Martin & Omer, 1987, p. 48). 
Iowa producers indicated they were most interested in learning about practices specific to 
their operation in a study by Kotile and Martin (2000, p.41). They were next most interested 
in learning about soil fertility management and crop rotation among sustainable agricultural 
weed control issues. They also listed a high interest in cultivation for weed control. The 
researchers recommended providing producers information at a local level and emphasizing 
the potential for economic profit (Kotile & Martin, 2000, p. 48). 
A study by Nelson and Trede (2004) found that Iowa extension professionals rated five 
business and management topics as most important to beginning producers. They were 
financial management, record keeping, budgets and analysis, farm markets, marketing 
strategies, and strategic planning. They also rated crop and livestock production practices, 
technology, and management as important, however those issues did not rank in the top five 
areas of importance. The researchers found the topics extension professionals identified as 
most important to producers in this study closely matched the responses of beginning 
producers in a previous study by Trede (1998) (Nelson & Trede, 2004). 
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Research based on input from Iowa producers is similar to those of producers in other states. 
A study of Michigan producers and agribusiness professionals by Suvedi et al. (2000) found 
marketing was the most frequently requested topic for future extension programs and 
information. Respondents also indicated the need for information that was specific to their 
location and type of operation (Suvedi, Lapinski, & Campo, 2000). A study surveying small 
producers in West Tennessee found respondents felt a need for educational programs in the 
areas of crop marketing, soil conservation, and pesticide use (Ford, 1995, pp.33-34 ). Ohio 
adult agricultural educators indicated crop and livestock production were the most important 
topics to address in educational programming in a study by Bouare and Bowen (1990). 
Respondents ranked horticulture and agricultural mechanics as least important (Bouare & 
Bowen, 1990). Pennsylvania producers indicated water pollution and manure 
mismanagement as the most serious environmental issues in a study by Bruening et al. 
(1992). The researcher compared his results to a previous study he performed with Iowa 
producers and found Iowa producers had similar perceptions (Bruening et al., 1992). 
Regarding a more general audience, Richardson and Mustain (1994) found that North 
Carolina extension clientele expressed interest in information that was relevant and specific 
to their needs (Richardson & Mustian, 1994). 
Previous literature supports the claim that, as part of audience analysis, understanding which 
issues producers perceive as significant, allows agricultural extension educators and 
communicators to identify the educational needs of their clientele. They may then use these 
identified needs to select topics for their educational programming. With this information 
educators can best use their limited financial resources to target programming regarding 
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issues producers perceive as significant, while deemphasizing the use of funds on program 
areas producers do not perceive as significant. These findings, in combination with complete 
audience analysis and targeted use of communication methods, will assist educators in 
crafting and delivering effective, meaningful educational programs. 
Purpose and Objective 
The overall purpose of this study was to determine the agricultural information preferences 
of producers in Iowa and the implications for agricultural extension education. One objective 
of this purpose was to identify agricultural information issues producers perceive as 
significant to their business. 
Materials and Methods 
The focus group method of qualitative data collection was selected for this study because it 
was well suited for gathering information about how people feel, think, believe, and behave 
(Larson, Grudens-Schuck, & Allen, 2004; Morgan, 1998a) and is an established method of 
performing needs assessment (Plaut, Landis, & Trevor, 1993, p.215). Focus groups are 
guided interactive group discussions designed to gather perceptions, comments, and ideas 
from participants about a defined area of interest in a friendly, non-threatening environment 
(Litosseliti, 2003; Morgan, 1998a; Morgan & Krueger, 1993). 
Focus groups are often used in program planning and community development, including 
Extension work (Larson et al., 2004). They also provide a venue for feedback that may not 
otherwise exist, especially between groups with varying degrees of power such as 
participants and decision makers, or as is the case in this study, academics and producers 
(Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 15). 
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Litosseliti (2003) suggests focus groups create a more natural environment for data collection 
than other types of qualitative research. Within the groups participants are constantly 
influencing and being influenced by others, just as they are during normal social interaction 
pg. 2 (Litosseliti, 2003). The comments made among group members can lead to exploration 
of a range of opinions, or group dynamics may come into play creating synergy allowing the 
group to form consensus (Kitzinger, 1999; Litosseliti, 2003). This interactivity makes focus 
groups especially useful for identifying needs and limitations which could be missed through 
other forms of research (Gamon, 1992). 
Expert recommendations vary, but generally a focus group consists of six to 12 people per 
discussion session, and often more than one session is held (Gamon, 1992; Grudens-Schuck, 
Allen, & Larson, 2004; Litosseliti, 2003). Focus group data are collected as audio tapes and 
transcriptions (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Krueger, 1998a). The raw data relies on 
participant responses and moderator notes including language patterns, tone of voice, and 
body language in addition to their verbatim comments. It is generally considered 
inappropriate to report data by percentages or other quantitative methods (Grudens-Schuck et 
al., 2004; Krueger, 1998a). 
This study consisted of five focus groups involving three to nine producers in each group. 
Eight to 12 producers in each group were confirmed to participate. A focus group was held 
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in five communities throughout Iowa: Bedford, Clarion, Riceville, Storm Lake, and 
Washington during the month of December 2004. In total twenty-nine producers participated 
in the study. These procedures align with recommendations by Morgan (1998b, pp.79-80) 
that focus group research involve more than one group depending on the topic, the diversity 
of the target population (including possible responses and previous experience), and the 
location of the groups. A typical number of sessions for focus group research is between 
three and five (Morgan, 1998b, p. 77). 
Participants were selected based on recommendations from Iowa State University Extension 
Field Crop Specialists. The Field Crop Specialists recommended producers from their area 
who they thought would be active participants in the study and were representative of 
producers in the area. The Field Crop Specialists were asked to recommend similar 
participants regarding operation type since composing a group of people with highly variable 
characteristics will decrease the quality of data and people tend to express personal views and 
disclose more to others who they perceive as similar to them (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; 
Litosseliti, 2003). 
In this study participants in the focus groups were Caucasian males with ages ranging from 
late twenties to early sixties who farmed com and soybeans. As Krueger suggests in 
collecting demographic data, participants' observable characteristics such as gender, age, and 
race were noted by the researcher and information about their individual farm operations 
were discussed during the introduction segment of each focus group session (Krueger, 1998a, 
p. 49). 
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Field Crop Specialists made initial contact with producers to get permission to submit their 
names for consideration in the study. Secondary contact and all follow up communications 
were made by the researcher. First contact by the researcher was a telephone call to 
introduce the study concept and determine if the producer would like to participate. 
Producers with spousal business partners were encouraged to invite their spouse as well. 
Those who agreed to participate were mailed reminder letters prior to the meeting. A total of 
115 producers were recommended for the study and were contacted by the researcher to 
determine their interest in participating in the study. 
Focus groups were held in ISU County Extension or community buildings. Only the 
participants and the researcher were present during each discussion. The researcher served as 
both moderator and recorder. Morgan and Krueger (1993) suggest that using amateur 
moderators from within the research group is acceptable, and in some cases preferable. It is 
especially preferred when research questions are continually changing, when the moderator 
must be familiar with participants' language and viewpoints (as was the case in this study) or 
with the goals of the research project (Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 5). In addition to 
following published focus group procedures, the researcher participated in two workshops 
prior to conducting the research to gain a greater understanding of conducting focus groups 
and analyzing the resulting data (Boone & Doerfert, 2003; Miller, 2004). 
Focus group sessions were limited to 90 minutes in length, since most focus group experts 
recommended discussion last no longer than two hours (Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; 
Morgan, 1998b ). Participants were provided with a meal following or preceding the focus 
group session and were also given a small incentive gift, coffee mugs, for participating. 
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A discussion plan was created prior to the focus groups. As suggested by focus group 
experts questions were written to be open-ended and non-biased and the question sequence 
progressed from general and unstructured to specific, and from high to low importance 
(Gamon, 1992; Grudens-Schuck et al., 2004; Krueger, 1993, 1998a, 1998b ). Questions were 
reviewed by an experienced focus group moderator and research analyst and the question 
route was altered according to her recommendations (Grudens-Schuck, 2005). Focus group 
discussions began with introductions of all participants, including the researcher, then an 
explanation of discussion rules and expectations including information about voluntary 
participation and participant confidentiality. The first question was answered by each person 
in tum before moving on to open dialogue. 
The focus group sessions were audio taped and the researcher took field notes during each 
session as Kreuger recommends (Krueger, 1998a, p. 48). Tapes were transcribed by a 
professional transcriptionist. Further analysis was done through theme coding and qualitative 
data charts. All substantive comments were placed in categories according to themes 
addressing the objectives of the study as several focus group analysts suggest (Krueger, 
1998a; Litosseliti, 2003). A theme was considered valid when mentioned by two or more 
focus groups (Nordstrom, Wilson, Kelsey, Maretzki, & Pitts, 2000). One participant from 
each group reviewed discussion summaries, performing "post-focus group verification," as 
Krueger suggests (Krueger, 1998a, p. 11) to check for accuracy. No discrepancies were 
noted. 
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Focus group research does have limitations, such as the inability to generalize to larger 
populations. In addition, according to Litosseliti (2003, p. 21), the data collected could 
possibly be affected by moderator bias or manipulation; false consensus; the inability to 
distinguish between individual or group opinion; and the difficulty of analysis and 
interpretation. The researcher addressed these concerns by conducting the sessions devoid of 
personal bias, probing the participants to determine true consensus and individual or group 
opinion, and followed recommended procedures for analyzing data (Krueger, 1998c; 
Litosseliti, 2003). 
Results 
Specifically regarding the objective of, identifying agricultural information issues crop 
producers perceive as significant, results of this study showed producers generally perceived 
production and management issues that currently impact them as significant. They also 
believed the reliability of the information is significant. 
Examination of the comments throughout the focus groups showed each group mentioned 
weather and market information most frequently, which can be interpreted to mean this type 
of information carried a high level of importance among the groups. When directly asked 
what issues they would like more information about, many producers struggled to pinpoint a 
specific issue of significance. Consensus was not reached on one specific issue in any focus 
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group; however topics suggested by individual producers were not debated. Some group 
members mentioned world trade issues, organic farming, or specific problems they were 
facing in their operations. Producers said, "trade issues ... what happened over in China and 
these other places in the world or Brazil... you know it makes a difference to us," "since I'm 
into organics there could be a lot more information out on that subject," and "well, I think 
one thing that really concerns a lot of us this year is the down com." Other comments 
indicated desire for additional information about " ... global positioning provided at a low 
cost for us," and "more information about our new farm program ... it was voted in but we 
don't seem to see information about it yet." 
General themes summarizing producers' comments about issues they perceive as significant 
were local issues, timely issues, management issues, issues that address a lack of 
information, and the reliability of information they receive about issues. Illustrative 
comments organized by theme are listed in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Issues Farmers Perceive as Significant 
Issue Theme Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group sessions) 
Lodging com Local issue "Well I think one thing that really concerns a lot of us this year is the down 
com. We still had good yields, but harvesting down com is pretty dang 
near aggravating." 
Scale-specific "You can't use information about people using twenty-four row planters 
production and GPS guidance and all that. .. it needs to be specific to my operation 
info size." 
Soybean rust Timely issue "The hot topic this year is rust, last year it was aphids." 
Soybean "Last year. .. nobody else was really on it until after - even Iowa State told 
aphids us about it two weeks after it (aphid outbreak) happened." 
Markets and 
weather info 
Yield results Management "Yield results because it's the most important decision of the year really." 
issue 
Micronutrients "I'd like to see more on micronutrients like at the sub-levels because the 
seed companies or someone else will come out with the general stuff, but 
we got to get down to the nitty-gritty because that's where we ... squeak out 
that extra bushel-and-a-half or save a dollar here and there." 
Markets and 
weather info 
Advances in Issues not "I'd like more information on modified crops to see what's coming out 
transgenic currently and to see who will compete against who. Information in that genetically 
crops communicated modified crop area has changed so much in the last ten years, fifteen years 
I guess. It looks like it is here to stay, so we just need to look at the next 
step." 
New "More information about our new farm program. It seems to be in limbo 
government at the moment, it was voted in but we don't seem to see information about 
farm program it yet. II 
Global "Information on global positioning provided at a low cost for us. Right 
positioning now in order to get it through a reliable system, we pay out the nose for it." 
systems 
Organic "Since I'm into organics there could be a lot more information out on that 
production subject. You got to really go and scratch the archives to find out 
information about the organic production from any standpoint." 
Global trade "Trade issues ... what happened over in China and these other places in the 
issues world or Brazil... you know it makes a difference to us." 
Positive ag "Unless it's negative (ag news) it won't be on TV. Most of it is ... bad 
news news - you don't hear good news." 
"Their perception of farmers is insulting to our intelligence - including 
ads. They make us look like hicks sitting out here with a three-pronged 
pitchfork." 
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Overall, based on examples from specific comments the issues the groups perceived as most 
significant were timely production issues with local implications. Their comments about 
important issues included, "the hot topic this year is rust, last year it was aphids," and "yield 
results because it's the most important decision of the year really." Focus group participants 
also expressed information should be specific to their operations, quick to access, and easy to 
use. One producer said, "you can't use information about people using twenty-four row 
planters and GPS guidance and all that. .. it needs to be specific to my operation size." 
In addition to commenting on issues of interest, some participants mentioned they felt it 
important to include funding sources when communicating research results. This issue was 
spontaneously raised by producers in two of the five focus group sessions. One producer 
said, "I never question the technology of the research if something comes out of extension at 
Iowa State ... it is what gets published and how it's published that I question. I know the 
research will be done right, but if the results go back to Dow they may pick and choose what 
they want to get out." Other comments included, "I realize a lot of funds come from 
chemical companies and there wouldn't be much research otherwise, but it's one of those 
questions in the back of your mind," and "I would feel differently about research funded by 
the Iowa Department of Agriculture than funded by Bayer." Comments regarding the source 
of research funding are listed in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Issues Farmers Perceive as Significant 
Issue Theme Illustrative Quotes (selected from all focus group sessions) 
Source of Reliability of "I've got to question who is behind the research ... if they're throwing 
information or information money at it can they alter those results or control what gets publicized?" 
research 
funding 
"I never question the technology of the research if something comes out of 
extension at Iowa State ... it is what gets published and how it's published 
that I question. I know the research will be done right, but if the results go 
back to Dow they may pick and choose what they want to get out." 
"I realize a lot of funds come from chemical companies and there wouldn't 
be much research otherwise, but it's one of those questions in the back of 
your mind." 
"Even though Paul (ISU Extension Field Crop Specialist) is covering a 
larger area he's probably doing a better job (communicating) than he did 
ten years ago because he's talking to the key people ... elevators ... seed 
dealers ... and they are filtering it down to the customers." 
"I would feel differently about research funded by the Iowa Department of 
Ag than funded by Bayer." 
"My (unbiased) info comes from the state university - here that happens to 
be Iowa State." 
These results demonstrate only what these selected Iowa producers feel are significant issues. 
While the data does provide valuable insight into what some producers consider important 
issues, these results may not be accurately generalized to the overall Iowa producer 
population. However, the theoretical concepts can be transferred to other similar situations 
and groups. Krueger identifies transferability as, "parallel to the positivistic concept of 
generalizability, except that it is the receiver who decides if the results can be applied to the 
next situation, rather than the sender or researcher" (Krueger, l 998a, p. 70). 
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Conclusions 
Several conclusions can be drawn from the results of this study: 1) simple needs assessments 
can be used to identify specific issues about which producers desire more information; 2) 
producers perceive local issues, timely issues, marketing issues, and mangement issues as 
significant; and 3) producers consider the source of research funding when determining the 
reliability of research results. 
Results from this study agree with previous studies that examined the topics or issues Iowa 
producers perceive as important which indicated a strong emphasis on agribusiness 
management, production decisions, and local, farm specific issues (Kotile & Martin, 2000; 
Martin & Omer, 1987; Nelson & Trede, 2004). 
Overall, these findings reiterated those of Kotile and Martin (2000) in supporting the concept 
that educators should understand the needs of their clients and design their educational 
programs accordingly. Another overall theme that surfaced and is consistent with previous 
literature is that information should be specific to audience needs including operation type, 
size, and location (Bruening et al., 1992; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Richardson & Mustian, 
1994). 
A finding not reported in other studies, but was apparent in these results, is that producers 




Specific recommendations for Iowa agricultural extension educators based on the results of 
this study include selecting program topics according to timeliness and the location and 
operation type of their target audience. New marketing or management recommendations 
and updates would also be significant topics to include in educational programs. In order to 
identify these topics extension educators are encouraged to conduct their own audience 
analysis when possible to determine which specific issues are significant to their clientele. In 
addition, educators should report the source of research funding when presenting information 
based on research results so producers may consider that when concluding information 
reliability. 
Future research is needed on a broader scale to assess the communication and educational 
needs and desires of Iowa producers. In addition to a larger, more formal needs assessment, 
additional research specifically addressing producers' perceptions of outside research 
funding would be a valuable addition to the body of literature. In order to allow for 
generalization, the data could be gathered from a random sample of Iowa producers using a 
large-scale survey research instrument. The data from this study could serve as a resource 
for selecting objectives and designing questions for such a large-scale study. 
Implications to Agricultural Education 
These findings have implications to agricultural extension education in that agricultural 
extension educators and communicators may use them to design the most appropriate 
educational programs for Iowa crop producers and they may consider using focus group 
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methodology to assess needs. Knowing which issues producers perceive as significant will 
allow educators to use their limited resources most efficiently to create extension educational 
programming that addresses the interests and priorities of their clientele. 
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GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 
The results of this study illustrate the following conclusions: 1) producers prefer and use a 
variety of communication channels to gather agricultural information; 2) among 
communication channels producers prefer consultations most highly; 3) producers primarily 
use radio and consultations for gathering agricultural information; 4) producers prefer and 
use mass media channels for general information and interpersonal communication channels 
for specific and applicable information; 5) among mass media channels producers prefer 
radio; 6) among interpersonal channels producers prefer consultations; 7) simple needs 
assessments can be used to identify specific issues about which producers desire more 
information; 8) producers perceive local issues, timely issues, marketing issues, and 
mangement issues as significant; and 9) producers consider the source of research funding 
when determining the reliability of research results. 
These results reaffirm the findings of previous studies which established producers prefer and 
utilize a variety of communication methods (Bruening, Radhakrislma, & Rollins, 1992; 
Dollisso & Martin, 1999; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Lasley, Padgitt, & Hanson, 2001; 
Richardson & Mustian, 1994; Rollins, Bruening, & Radhakrishna, 1991; Suvedi, Campo, & 
Lapinski, 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). Extension educators should utilize 
communication methods discussed in this study according to the identified use of producers 
(Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Radhakrishna, Nelson, Franklin, & Kessler, 2003; Richardson & 
Mustian, 1994; Rollins, 1993). 
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The findings from this study provided insight into producers' preference and use regarding 
interpersonal versus mass media communication channels. Participants in this study 
indicated that both types of communication channels are preferred and utilized for different 
types of information, while previous studies have concluded producers preferred and used 
interpersonal communication methods to mass media methods overall (Bruening et al., 1992; 
Israel, 1991; Lasley et al., 2001; Riesenberg & Gor, 1989; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi, 
Lapinski, & Campo, 2000; Vergott III, Israel, & Mayo, 2005). 
Producers' preference towards and use of consultations indicated in this study were 
consistent with that of previous literature which found consultations were a highly preferred 
and often used communication channel (Bouare & Bowen, 1990; Bruening et al., 1992; 
Gamon, Bounaga, & Miller, 1992; Israel, 1991; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Petrzelka, Padgitt, & 
Wintersteen, 1999; Rollins et al., 1991; Suvedi et al., 2000; Vergott III et al., 2005). 
Other specific findings, such as the preference of and use of radio among mass media 
methods, were in accordance with previous literature as well (Bouare & Bowen, 1990; 
Martin, 1990; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). While strong consensus was 
not reached regarding the use of Internet, participant responses in this study were also similar 
to previous research which reported producers did not regularly use the Internet for 
agricultural information, did not consider it a preferred information source, and those who 
did considered it supplemental to other methods (Brashear, Hollis, & Wheeler, 2000; Lasley 
et al., 2001; Nelson & Trede, 2004; Radhakrishna et al., 2003; Richardson & Mustian, 1994; 
Suvedi et al., 1999; Trede & Whitaker, 1998). 
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Results from this study also correspond with previous studies that examined the topics or 
issues Iowa producers perceive as important which indicated a strong emphasis on 
agribusiness management, production decisions, and local, farm specific issues (Kotile & 
Martin, 2000; Martin & Omer, 1987; Nelson & Trede, 2004). A finding not reported in other 
studies, but was apparent in these results, is that producers considered the funding source of 
research results when they determined the reliability of information. 
Overall, these findings reiterated those of Kotile and Martin (2000) in supporting the concept 
that educators should understand the needs of their clients and design their educational 
programs accordingly. An overall theme that information should be specific to audience 
needs including operation type, size, and location surfaced in this study as well (Bruening et 
al., 1992; Kotile & Martin, 2000; Richardson & Mustian, 1994). 
Recommendations 
In addition to using a variety of communication methods, a few specific recommendations 
can be made based on the results of this study. When using various communication channels 
to implement educational programs extension educators wishing to reach Iowa producers 
should emphasize radio and consultation efforts. 
Agricultural extension educators and communicators should utilize radio as the top method 
for communicating with producers. This is especially true of information that needs to reach 
them in a timely manner or needs to be distributed during planting or harvesting seasons. 
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Consultations should also be a primary method for disseminating educational information to 
producers. Extension educators should use tools such as fact sheets, internal newsletters, and 
in-service or Web training to expand their own knowledge base in order to present 
educational information through consultations. Educators should also utilize intermediary 
audiences who provide consultations to producers to deliver their messages such as 
independent or private consultants. 
Other specific recommendations include using magazines to communicate detailed 
information that is important regardless of time of delivery, and farm newspapers for 
information that is useful on a weekly timeframe. Also, the Internet should be used as a 
supplemental information source, and producers should be directed to specific Web sites 
through other media. Based on these findings, extension educators and communicators 
should also deemphasize efforts in television and daily newspapers. 
Regarding interpersonal methods consultations, meetings and demonstrations should be used 
to give producers a local perspective on agricultural issues. Demonstrations should 
especially be used to compare production practices or demonstrate solutions to current, local 
problems. Extension educators should offer meetings and demonstrations close to their 
target audience, and feature skilled presenters with whom the audience is familiar. Based on 
these results, workshops would be a method to reserve only for complex, specific 
information that requires a high level of learner interaction to understand. 
88 
Overall, if financial resources are limited, based on producers' preferences and use patterns 
extension educators should deemphasize efforts in television and workshops unless the 
information is considered by producers to be suited for workshops such as advanced, intricate 
training, or the few highly used programs on television may be utilized. 
Specific recommendations regarding the topics of educational programming include selecting 
program topics according to timeliness and the location and operation type of their target 
audience. New marketing or management recommendations and updates would also be 
significant topics to include in educational programs. In order to identify these topics 
extension educators are encouraged to conduct their own audience analysis when possible to 
determine which specific issues are significant to their clientele. In addition, educators 
should report the source of research funding when presenting information based on research 
results so producers may consider that when concluding information reliability. 
Future research is needed on a broader scale to assess the needs and preferences of Iowa 
producers regarding communication channels and significant issues. In addition to a larger, 
more formal needs assessment, additional research specifically addressing producers' 
perceptions of outside research funding, educational needs, and illustrated use of 
communication channels, especially the Internet would contribute to the collection of 
literature. In order to allow for generalization, the data could be gathered from a random 
sample of Iowa producers using a large-scale survey research instrument. The data from this 
study could serve as a resource for selecting objectives and designing questions for such a 
large-scale study. 
Implications to Agricultural Education 
These findings have implications to agricultural extension education in that educators and 
communicators may use them to set educational priorities and invest time and financial 
resources according to clientele preferences. 
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These results will be useful when limited resources force educators to choose between 
communication channels rather than use a combination of methods to deliver their 
educational programs, as is recommended. These findings also provide guidance as to which 
issues educators should include in educational programming when slim resources limit the 
number of programs they are able to offer. These results will be especially useful for 
agricultural extension educators to consider when tight budgets prevent educators from 
performing their own audience analysis. 
In addition to these specific recommendations, these results are significant to agricultural 
education in that they reveal a burgeoning role played by agricultural extension educators; 
that of information filters for producers. Since producers consider interpersonal 
communication methods as more reliable, even though they use mass media methods more 
often, extension educators have the opportunity to influence producers more significantly 
than mass media. This role is especially important as producers receive an increasing 
amount of information through an increasing variety of methods. Extension educators can 
grow their "information filtering" role to assist producers in reaching greater understanding 
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of agriculture information presented in the media in order to better their farm operation and 
way of life. 
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It was a pleasure speaking with you on the phone the other day. Thank you for agreeing to attend 
the meeting I'm hosting on (date). At the meeting producers like you will gather to discuss how 
you prefer to get your agricultural information, such as how often you read farm magazines and if 
you use the Internet. I plan to use the information to help me make decisions in my position as 
Communication Specialist at the Agronomy Department at Iowa State. I will also prepare a 
research report with the results of our discussion to fulfill requirements towards a master's degree 
in Agricultural Education and Studies at ISU. 
The meeting will be this (day, date) at (location) at (time). I will provide lunch, and the discussion 
will follow. It should last about an hour and a half. Please call me if you have any questions, or 
are no longer able to attend. I look forward to meeting you on (day). 
Sincerely, 
Melea Reicks Licht 
Communications Specialist 
Iowa State University Agronomy Department 
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP QUESTION ROUTE - STATEMENT 
OF CONFIDENTIALITY AND VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Introduction 
• Welcome. Thank you all for agreeing to participate in this focus group. 
• The purpose of this study is to determine the agricultural information preferences of 
producers in Iowa with implications to agricultural extension education. Objectives 
are to: 
o Identify the types of communication channels producers prefer to use to 
obtain. agricultural information. 
o Identify producers' current use of communication channels in obtaining 
agricultural information. 
o Identify agricultural information issues producers perceive as significant. 
• This study seeks to find your preferences for various communication channels 
including mass media channels such as print, broadcast, and Web as well as 
interpersonal channels such as demonstrations and workshops. It is especially timely 
and significant to agricultural extension education because as operating budgets 
continue to shrink educators must be more selective with their limited resources to 
best communicate with you. My goal is that the findings from this focus group, and 
the others I'll be conducting with similar groups throughout the state, will allow 
educators to communicate more efficiently with you. 
Statement of confidentiality and voluntary participation 
• The focus group will be recorded on audio tape to ensure accuracy of data. I will also 
be taking notes throughout our discussion. All of your responses will be kept 
confidential. No names will be assigned to comments. Data will be analyzed as 
group data. Participation in the focus group implies consent to include your 
responses in study results. 
• Your participation is completely voluntary and you may leave at any time throughout 
the discussion, or choose not to participate in any specific portion of discussion. 
Focus group explanation 
• I have a series of questions I will ask you. I would like each of you to answer the first 
question in tum. Then, I will ask the next question to the group for open discussion. 
Following our meeting today, I will have one of you review my summary of our 
discussion for accuracy. Once I have completed all five focus groups I will compile 
all responses together to look for commonalities and trends. 
Participant introductions 
• Before I pose our first question let's have group introductions. 
Questions 
• How do you currently get information about agricultural issues? 
• Which mass media communication channel do you use most frequently for ag information 
(newspapers, magazines, radio, television, and the Internet)? 
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o How many times a week do you use it for ag information? What information do you 
usually get from it? Why do you like to use it? What are other ways you get that 
information? How are the two methods different? 
• What kind of ag information do you look for on the Internet? 
o How many times a week do you use the Internet for ag information? 
• Which interpersonal communication channel do you use most frequently for ag information 
(demonstrations, meetings, and workshops)? 
o How many times a week do you use it for ag information? What information do you 
get from it? Why do you like to use it? What are other ways you can get that 
information? How are the two methods different? 
• What communication channels do you avoid? 
o Why? 
• In your opinion, what would be the ideal the way to get agricultural information? 
• What are the most important agricultural issues you feel you need more information about? 
• Collectively, do you rely more on mass media (newspapers, radio, television, and the 
Internet) or interpersonal communication (demonstrations, meetings, and workshops)? See 
flip chart for examples of each communication channel. 
o In the following pairs which do you use most frequently for ag information? 
• Newspapers vs. Internet 
• Newspapers vs. Magazines 
• Newspapers vs. TV 
• Newspapers vs. Radio 
• Magazines vs. Radio 
• Magazines vs. TV 
• Magazines vs. Internet 
• Internet vs. TV 
• Internet vs. Radio 
• TV vs. Radio 
• TV vs. Internet 
o In the following pairs which do you use most frequently for ag information? 
• Meetings vs. Workshops 
• Meetings vs. Demonstrations 
• Workshops vs. Demonstrations 
Conclusion 
• Thank you again for participating. Our discussion has been very valuable. I've 
picked up some overall themes: 
o Summarize discussion themes 
• I will review my notes from today as well as the audio to be sure I have an accurate 
account of our discussion, in addition to having a member of the group review my 
notes. Who would like to review my notes? (Get person's e-mail or mailing 
address.) I will finish conducting focus groups this winter and should have results 
ready to share this spring. 
• My contact information is on my business card (distribute). Please feel free to 
contact me with any questions or concerns. 
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APPENDIX D: FOCUS GROUP DATA CHARTS 
Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Preference Towards Communication Methods 
Theme Preference Preference Comparison Illustrative Quotes 
Overall Consultations Preferred the most over "The most reliable information would be 
Preference all communication consultation because you get specific 
methods answers, when you want them." 
"With interpersonal you're out there with the 
person (looking) for solutions to your own 
situation." 
"John (extension) is taking all that info from 
the left-hand side of the media and 
separating all the BS from the good stuff 
and telling you what you need to know -
kind of filtering it out." 
"When you get one-on-one you can get 
some answers." 
"I think all of them (farmers) are consultants 
in their own right. .. they say something to 
neighbors, discuss news, and it grows from 
there." 
No preference They rely mainly on media "Mass media first off then if you want the 
between for most their information, specifics ... you to interpersonal either 
interpersonal but on interpersonal meetings or consultations." 
and media communication for 
detailed, local, or farm-
specific information. 
"With interpersonal you're out there with the 
person (looking) for solutions to your own 
situation." 
"The media alert you to a potential problem 
then you bring it down to get to the 
interpersonal." 
"It's a juggling act, you kind of take a happy 
medium from you get. You try to grasp all 
that information and make it fit your own 
situation." 
"Specific issues and problems we handle 
with people." 
"I can spend two hours doing all the media 
stuff and ten minutes getting it directly from 
somebodv." 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Preference Towards Communication Methods 
Theme Preference Preference Comparison Illustrative Quotes 
Media Radio Preferred the most "There aren't as many ag farm 
broadcasters ... as there used to be ... I hate 
to see them go because they've got a lot of 
information." 
"Radio is more timely." 
"If I listen to the radio that day I don't even 
need to open the newspaper." 
Magazines Magazines, Internet, and "Magazines are better because of the lack 
Newspapers varied of in-depth information in the paper." 
"Magazines are better because of the lack 
of in-depth information in the paper." 
"Magazine is more in-depth, but isn't time 
sensitive." 
"A magazine article won't tell me enough 
specifics of what I want." 
Internet "Internet is better than TV without a doubt." 
"I could give up magazines but not the 
Internet." 
"The best thing about Internet is you can go 
in and get it when you want it." 
"I can go into a Web page and get FAQs. I 
can get history of a problem, other links ... 
so I can get a lot of different things on the 
same subject." 
"I can choose what topic I want to read." 
Newspapers "I'm not a big fan of the big papers like the 
Des Moines Register and some of those 
papers ... they may have an article or two 
occasionally. I find farm news type 
publications a lot more beneficial." 
"Even if you're busy in the field there are 
publications like Iowa Farmer Today or 
Farm News you'll make time for." 
"You have to sit and wait for the paper to 
come out.. .If I want it instantly I get in 
online." 
"The whole paper that week might be on 
one topic I might not be interested in." 
TV Preferred the least "You've got to be quick to catch any ag 
information on TV unless there's a mad 
cow staggering around ... only negative ag 
info makes it to TV." 
"I think they portray (ag) differently than 
what I'd like to see it portrayed." 
"I kind of wish we'd have other sources of 
agronomists that would do that just besides 
them (Hefty Brothers). They do an 
excellent job, but they're doing it for a 
business to make money and promote their 
business." 
"For quick information television is better." 
"But there aren't too many farm programs 
on TV." 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Preference Towards Communication Methods 
Theme Preference Preference Comparison Illustrative Quotes 
Interpersonal Consultations Preferred the most "I like to use consultation more because 
you get more specific info to what you're 
looking for instead of sitting all afternoon in 
a meeting." 
"They're a two-way street." 
Demonstrations Preferred the second "It would definitely be better than a meeting 
most or a workshop - anytime you can see it in 
action you're a lot better off." 
"You're kind of like window shopping, you 
decide when you want to walk in to the 
store." 
"If you're in the market to buy something, or 
you're looking for something to acquire a 
demonstration is best." 
Meetings Generally preferred next "I just think there's a difference between a 
to the least meeting and a workshop and I won't likely 
go to a workshop." 
"I'd rather have the guy sitting in the same 
room with me, but you can send them all 
over the country side to have consultations 
with everybody ... that (ICN) might be the 
quickest way to get that information out 
from the same guy." 
"I'd go to ten meetings before I'd go to a 
workshop." 
"Don't have time to go to meetings." 
"I would get more general information of out 
of a meeting than a workshop." 
Workshops Generally preferred the "A workshop maybe if you're looking at 
least marketing or to try something different." 
"I wouldn't go to a workshop - I just don't 
have that kind of time." 
"If we'd have to learn more details or dwell 
on it more then I would probably get 
somethinq out of a workshop." 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Radio daily use weather, markets WOI, Doug "I listen to WOI every noon" 
Cooper 
use the commentary David Cruse "The radio is what I rely on most. 
most of all I listen everyday to get all the 
media information. If that was gone I'd 
be lost." 
low time auction info KICD "It could depend on the season, 
commitment but radio is usually the best." 
use crop reports WNX "WOI always has the latest 
depends on information like whenever a crop 
the season pest management program is in 
need of action ... they keep you 
updated on what to do." 
timely world news Satellite radio "Radio is quicker ... you can listen 
while you're still working." 
easy-to-use KMA, WHO "If it's really busy I listen to radio 
all the time - it's the top think if 
you're on the go." 
can use it WMP "If I'm in the tractor I listen to the 
while radio all day, but otherwise if I'm 
working not in the tractor I don't listen 
much during the day." 
WGN, WHO, "I started using a headset for the 
WMC radio in the hog barn, it keeps the 
noise down and I can listen to the 
news ... that's a major source f 
where I hear my day-to-day 
stuff." 
"I use the radio an awful lot in my 
vehicle" 
"I use radio the most during the 
busy season." 
"I'm the opposite - radio and TV 
hardly ever get used." 
"The number one for me would 
be radio." 
"I guess I'd feel lost if it wasn't for 
the radio." 
"If I'm stuck in a tractor I listen to 
the radio all day." 
"Three-fourths of the year I'd say 
radio (is used most), because 
where you are it's hard to read 
the paper when you're bouncing 
across the field and you don't 
have all the other technology as 
far as the Internet." 
Radio cont. "If your paycheck depends on 
what the radio says you'd be 
listening to it every morning, too." 
"Mostly I get my information in 
the morning on KMA - the radio 
station." 
"It changes depending on the 
season. I listen to WMP radio a 
lot." 
"Especially when you're in the 
tractor or combine you know, I 
look forward to listening to those 
(radio programs), to get a 




Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Magazines monthly use detailed production Wallaces "Magazines have the most 
info Farmer focused, in-depth studies." 
good for production news, Farm Journal "I don't have a problem paying a 
detailed photographs couple bucks a month if it's 
information interesting ... decent information." 
browse fertility studies Successful "I try to read them but it seems 
Farmer like they all come at once and 
they end up in a pile and quite 
often the information is old by the 
time you get to reading it." 
tillage studies "I like to look at magazines but 
they sometimes don't always get 
looked at on a timely basis." 
GPS "A magazine is usually too late by 
the time you get it." 
"If I need more information on a 
subject that I heard about on the 
radio I go to magazines." 
"I read very few magazines ... 
they have a lot of old information 
that was printed three weeks 
ago." 
"We don't sign up for them, they 
just send them." 
"I'd be pretty selective if I had to 
pay for them." 
"I appreciate magazines for the 
ads." 
"I sit down and look through it 
and decide what I want to read 
then come back to it later - I let 
them stack up by my chair." 
"What I like about magazines is 
you can watch TV and read." 
"I'd be more apt to throw a 
magazine in the pick-up and take 
with me if I'm hauling grail or 
running the grain cart or 
something." 
"I don't pay subscriptions but mail 
in the surveys and I keep getting 
the magazines." 
"There's so much in there that 
doesn't pertain to you." 
"I partly read them." 
"You look through them at least." 
Magazines cont. "It depends on what time of year 
it is if you read them, you may 
save them up for a rainy day." 
"There's a lot of information in 
there that they don't have time on 
the radio to cover and a lot more 
information than in a newsletter." 
"The articles are long with 
pictures and qraphs." 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Internet use varies, weather, markets Iowa State "Internet is the next best source. 
some daily Integrated Pest You get research info a lot 
or weekly, Management quicker and a wider range of 
some don't information from farther away. I 
use at all check many of the university ag 
sites." 
primary use research/reference Kansas State "If I got a question or if I get 
is for e-mail information confused on an answer I'm 
given ... I can get specific 
answers on-line" 
time details on Pioneer "You don't have time to go and 
consuming production and Growing Point play around with the computer to 
management issues see what's going on." 
do not use crop reports Local extension "It's quick and easy and you can 
search office Web site unsubscribe if you don't want 
engines them anymore." 
often 
referred to commentary Successful "I don't use the computer that 
urls by other Farming much ... Maybe I'll use it more 
media now that we got switched from 
dial-up to high speed ... but I'm 
competing with the kids to get on 
it. .. we may end up getting 
wireless." 
yield information Iowa Farm "Successful Farming is a pretty 
Bureau good Web site I use, but I don't 
subscribe to any of the premium 
services that are available." 
ag news Corn Growers "If there's something I don't know 
Association about. .. I go to the Internet ... 
that's probably the quickest way 
to go to find something." 
LDP information DTN "You always get sidetracked 
when you get on that thing. You 
go to a different link or 
something. I think we're better 
informed than we were ten years 
ago because of the Internet." 
farm subsidy e-mail "During the growing season they 
payments newsletters: (University of Illinois) e-mail me 
University of with their weekly crop update ... 
Illinois, KMA there might be one out of twelve 
radio, Pioneer, subjects that interest me." 
Farm Bureau 
Internet cont. "My e-mail use kind of goes with 
consultation ... guys will send me 
a link to keep an eye out for this 
from extension, or the local 
agronomist, or it's mentioned on 
the radio." 
"I'll receive an e-mail on a certain 
topic that's come up and then 
there are links to go to for more 
in-depth information." 
"Most of mine comes from the 
Internet and email probably. I 
get emails a lot through my 
producer group." 
"I don't use the Internet a lot for 
ag information." 
"If there's something specific I 
want to look up then I'll do that 
then check the ag pages to see 
what the headlines are." 
"When I use it I'm not on there 
surfing looking for ag information, 
I mean it's markets and weather." 
"I don't like to just sit there and 
just search ... I'll call extension to 
get a recommended Web site 
they know is really good then go 
to specific sites." 
"All the magazines have a Web 
site ... it's free ... so why pay for 
it?" 
"Even those I treat like a 
magazine (e-mail newsletters). 
You scan and if a topic catches 
your eye you read it other than 
that you look through and then 
delete." 
"I get on the Pioneer Growing 
Point Web site every morning. 
There's a lot of information there 
markets, weather, commentary. 
That's my number one source at 
the moment." 
"You used to have to get this 
information at demonstrations." 
"I liked it when I first got it. .. it 
sends you the markets and 
weather. It was quick and easy." 
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Internet cont. "I can run it, but I'd just as soon 
take a hammer and throw it 
through the screen ... basically 
there's stuff on it if you have the 
time to sit there." 
"I don't use the Internet because 
it's so slow at my house I get sick 
of waiting for it to load up." 
"There's an ag professional 
newsletter that comes up you 
can subscribe to online that 
comes every other day. 
Frequently I go into it, but if not I 
just hit the trash button." 
"You have to sit down to get it." 
"It's convenient." 
"I listen to other people for Web 
addresses, then you start tagging 
the ones you use most 
frequently. There's a couple 
where you can search by subject 




Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
TV not a local agronomy Hefty Brothers "Not too any farm programs on." 
primary/reg 
ular source 
of ag info 
local shows markets, weather Ag Day "Like everybody else I'd say I get 
make it zero from TV." 
more of an 
option 
weekly use Ag Ph.D. "The Hefty Boys and Ag PhD 
give you something to think 
about." 
US Farm Report "I use TV if there's a program on 
that's worthwhile." 
Market to "They're (ag programs are) not 
Market on at the right time." 
RND - satellite "TV would get the lowest rating -
channel you don't ever use it." 
"When I do watch TV I change 
the channel whenever a chemical 
commercial comes on ... most of 
them makes farmers look like a 
bunch of idiots in my opinion." 
"Farmers are a pretty small 
percent of the population for 
trying to get advertisers for ag 
oroqramminq." 
107 
Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Consultations frequent location or farm neighbors "I got a farmer next to me that 
use - weekly specific production farms 5800 acres, so I talk to him 
information and several times a year about 
management chemicals and seed. I always 
recommendations check with my dealers ... I call 
George (extension crop spec.) 
whenever I have questions." 
most pest issues local co-op or "I call a seed dealer or the 
reliable company extension office first and a 
agronomists chemical rep is the last resort." 
use to solve yield information extension office "If you really have a question 
problems extension is where to go." 
timely technical ag info "I would go to the local elevator 
agronomist and ask." 
filters other timely production "Talking with other farmers and 
info issues finding out what your neighbors 
are doing and noticing when 
they're spraying." 
"Iowa State used to have a guy in 
every county that could do that, 
un-biased opinion, they went to 
the regional offices you know like 
Paul and (unclear) covers four 
counties I bet he covers ten, I 
don't know, he's excellent at it 
there's no way he can travel to all 
those counties and scout every 
field, I don't know which comes 
first, did the private companies 
and local retailers, did they start 
getting into this and then Iowa 
State saw a reduction in the 
service they needed to provide or 
did state funding cut backs 
prompt that, and private people 
stepped in to fill the void?" 
"Basically I rely on other people, 
consultations. I read very little 
newspapers or magazines." 
"The producer group I'm a 
member of has conference calls 
every week ... so I get a lot of 
information that way." 
"I can't emphasize consultation 
enough - with a brother in 
agronomy I call him all the time." 
Consultations 
cont. 
"I get information from people 
because of the relationship we 
have." 
"It's a lot faster to go get the 
consultation." 
"Consultation is more than 90% 
believable" 
"I get a lot from different 
farmers." 
"Have somebody call me with the 
information I want." 
"For agronomy information I use 
consultations." 
"I still call my extension office or 
go to the office." 
"You go to someone like John 
you know someone local, and 
ask how it might be applied to 
your area - they know the area." 
"My technical information comes 
from extension staff." 
"You're not really afraid to talk to 
your neighbor." 
"You take a log of your 
neighbor's information if it 
pertains to your soil type, your 
environment." 
"You get a lot of information 
every Sunday morning after 
church, you sit and visit with your 
friends." 
"I call them like right now when 
I'm trying to get everything put 
together for the next year ... 
talking about different 
chemicals." 
"The first thing I do is call my 
agronomist." 
"If I have question on something I 
just call them up or whoever is 




Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Meetings attend one- production, "Winter" "I go to any of the extension 
three each management issues extension meetings within driving distance 
year - especially local meetings that work in my schedule. 
They're a big help and a good 
method of presentation and good 
information." 
attend to get basic/general level Iowa State Crop "The information is at too basic a 
local take Advantage level for me. I stopped going 
on timely because I wanted a little more 
production sophisticated information. But, I 
issues love the Crop Advantage 
meetings." 
time Pioneer dealer "I like to go to meetings, but if my 
consuming time schedule doesn't allow it 
um, you know I just don't make 
them." 
Pesticide "What it comes down to on 
Applicator cost. .. is if something's 
Training overpriced and you don't think it's 
worth the value." 
"I try to hit as many meetings as I 
can. I got the feeling that if I 
learn one thing it is worth my 
time." 
"It depends on the person rather 
than the meeting or style." 
"Meetings tend to a little more 
biased." 
"They're pretty general." 
"Meetings are topic specific ... 
general in the information they 
provide." 
"Could use the ICN more ... it 
hasn't been utilized for anything 
in the last couple of years." 
"Food helps." 
"Subject has to pertain to 
something you're doing." 
"At a meeting you may be looking 
for information, but there's 
nothing to work on for your 
operation." 
Meetings cont. "You come to a lot of meetings 
and everybody's going to talk in 
generalizations. I'm not 
interested in generalizations. I 
want site specific for what my 
problem is at my place ... but 
when you're sitting here with 
twenty people they've got twenty 
different problems." 
"This meeting (PAT) got the 
rumors and gossip cleared up. 
Now you kind of know that your 
not going to start until it flowers ... 
you have some general thoughts 
in your mind." 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
DTN daily use markets/weather "I can get 99% of what's on the 
DTN on the Internet now." 
many commentary "If you read DTN comments and 
access DTN then listen to the radio a lot of 
content via times it's verbatim on the radio -
Internet they're just reading the same 
thing." 
"I keep it because of the speed ... 
I've got high speed (Internet), 
too ... it doesn't take that long but 
yet I can just press a button (on 
DTN) and it's there." 
"There's enough elevators in the 
area that are providing DTN 
supposedly for free ... on their 
Web sites." 
"It's the same thing year after 
year on the screen where the 
computer maybe somebody 
changes their Web page. It 
might be different and then you 
have to readjust yourself to what 
you're looking at." 
"I kept it because it's another 
source - when the computer is 
busy I've got that." 
"I'm not a computer guy so DTN 
is a lot better." 
"A lot of places around town have 
then so can check them, like the 
co-op." 
"What I like about DTN more 
than anything is it gives you a 
local chart of the markets by 
crop. It's more for national news 
than local." 
"I can find information on there 
quicker than on the Internet." 
"I use the DTN a lot but I'll 
probably get rid of it since we just 
got new Internet. .. all that 
information is available on the 
Internet." 
"I got DTN but I need to get rid of 
it. II 
112 
Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Newspapers use weekly yield results Ag News "If we lost radio then let's face it 
we're not going to depend on the 
newspapers to get our 
information because that's just 
too slow." 
not timely ag news Iowa Farmer "There just aren't enough 
Today farmers to make it ag a priority 
for them (daily newspapers)." 
daily/local Des Moines "I've usually heard something 
papers not a Register about it (the ag news) on the 
good source radio before, but sometimes 
of ag info there's some more detailed 
information in there 
(newspaper)." 
Farm News "I look at them when I get them. 
They usually have some timely 
stuff." 
Illinois AgriNews "It's focused directly to the 
farmer .. " 
Farm Bureau "I subscribe to the Storm Lake 
Spokesman paper so I get a little local news 
but I don't get anything ag related 
of out of that." 
"By the time the Des Moines 
Register would be delivered it 
would already be old news." 
"The Des Moines paper is almost 
like anti-agriculture, the yuppie 
paper, there used to be a lot of 
agricultural stuff in they Sunday 
paper but there isn't much now." 
"I don't think there's a lot of ag 
information in the daily paper." 
"I do read the Sunday Register." 
"(Daily) newspapers would be the 
first to eliminate if you're looking 
for ag news." 
"Most of my news comes from 
newspapers (daily and weekly) 
and the Internet." 
"There's a lot of information in 
Iowa Farmer Today, and Farm 
Bureau (spokesman)." 
"It's (Illinois AgriNews) one of the 
best ag newspapers I've ever 




"The daily Register only gives 
about half of a page just on 
market" 
"Some papers put the bad news 
on the front page but anything 
talking about doing something 
good like soil conservation wise 




Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Demonstrations use varies comparative Farm Progress "I don't like to go to 
some attend information Show demonstrations. I just don't have 
regularly the time and I get my social time 
others don't other places." 
at all 
yield trials - visual "The time element is the biggest 
comparison reason I don't attend." 
equipment "I like to go to the seed plot." 
comparisons 
tillage practices "Field days are important, too to 
see what's new and coming and 
all that stuff." 
"They can give you a lot of 
ideas." 
"Depends on the meal." 
"For equipment I go to 
demonstrations." 
"I go to them for iron, machinery, 
different things like the 
application of equipment." 
"You're not going to see some of 
that stuff on paper ... plowing, 
ripping, new tillage." 
"If something's wrong I want to 
see what's going on." 
"Depends on how far you have to 
travel to get to it." 
"If it uses comparative 
information instead of just mostly 
their product. .. they should show 
others." 
"You get a sense of confidence 
(in the product) from the 
presenter." 
"The people make the difference, 
sometimes they're just plain 
boring." 
"You can see five different 
dealers and compare side by 
side." 
"I don't mind going to a field day 
once in a while, but if I'm just 
going for a commercial and they 
want to sell me something, 
unless I've got a contract with 
them or a personal interest in on 
the people I don't go." 
Demonstrations 
cont. 
"I just go the Farm Progress 
Show and watch the 
demonstrations." 
"I don't have that much time." 
"Now that you can get on the 
Internet to see what they're 
selling there's no reason to go." 
Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Workshops attend once marketing FEEL "Aren't too many offered." 
a year 
time Farm Bureau "I did go to a Farm Bureau 
consuming marketing workshop that was 
really good ... people tend to shy 
away from having to work on 
something that's not job related." 
"We go down to Iowa State to the 
field education field house 
(FEEL}. We have training down 
there so that's probably my 
biggest source." 
"If it's a workshop you usually got 
to spend all day there." 
"I think workshops are geared 
more towards board members." 
"I haven't done too many in 
recent years." 




Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Newsletters use as ag production info Integrated Crop "I'll get a stack of them and have 
supplement Management them in the pick up then use the 
al photos in the field, that's pretty 
information good." 
technical info, private "I don't really rely on information 
solutions agronomists from newsletters - it's just 
interesting to know." 
economic seed companies "I'm a CCA, too so we get a lot of 
information information that way ... 
newsletters from Iowa State and 
seed companies." 
local management seed dealer "If you've got something specific 
information newsletters you're looking for then you go to 
the extension office for a 
pamphlet or something." 
"They have a little bit of 
everything." 
"If you're looking for a certain 
bug, I can take a leaflet from the 
agronomist out the field and say 
this is what I go, but I can't do 
that with the Internet." 
"Pro-farmer - they have some 
pretty good information." 
"I subscribe to them, but they're 
always putting pressure on me to 
stick to their stuff ... that may 
work for a lot of people but not 
for me." 
"The John Deere publication puts 
outalotofgoodindependent 
articles." 
"I get a lot of newsletters ... a lot 
of them from seed companies." 
"We pay for them I'm sure." 
"It's pretty much regional 
information like what you need to 
be looking for and thinking about 
for spring." 
"A lot of the information is 
university research ... maybe it 
comes out of Purdue, Illinois, or 
Iowa State but they pass it off as 
their own." 
"Sometimes it's too late." 
"Lots of times those letter warn 
you ahead of time what to look 
for and everything so that is 
timely enough you could do it, 
like Pioneer." 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Farmers' Use of Communication Methods 
Use Theme Type of Specific Titles Illustrative Quotes 
Information Mentioned 
Misc. "I remember back in the '70s we 
used to go to the elevator and 
they had a ticker machine and it 
just counts off (unclear) big long 
thing and all the farmers would 
come in there about 9:00 to 9:30 
it seemed like, now it seems like 
the guys don't come into the 
elevator like they used to like 
that, they're getting their 
information other places and so 
that's not really a gathering place 
necessarily at 9:30 when the 
markets open up." 
118 
Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Issues Farmers Perceive as Si11nificant 
Issue Theme Illustrative Quotes 
Lodging corn Local Issue "Well I think one thing that really concerns a lot of us this year is the 
down corn. We still had good yields, but harvesting down corn is pretty 
dang near aggravating." 
Scale-specific "You can't use information about people using twenty-four row planters 
production info and GPS guidance and all that. .. it needs to be specific to my operation 
size." 
"So many of the writers try to impress on how intelligent they are by all 
the other garbage they can throw along with an article. Just tell me 
what I need to know and if it's going to affect me at all - just the facts 
ma'am." 
Soybean rust Timely Issue "The hot topic this year is rust, last year it was aphids." 
"Rust is going to be huge coming up this next year. That will probably 
be the number one player even for seed companies." 
"I just learned what kind of fungicides we can spray at recertification 
today and some people going to them in a few months might get a little 
different information from extension which would be good ... but I feel 
glad that we got introduced to this stuff today instead of later." 
Soybean aphids "I didn't quite know until it was too late ... the earlier you did it (sprayed) 
the better off you were ... I got out as soon as it was on the radio." 
"Last year ... nobody else was really on it until after - even Iowa State 
told us about it two weeks after it (aphid outbreak) happened." 
Markets and weather 
info 
Yield results Management Issue "Yield results because it's the most important decision of the year 
really." 
Markets and weather 
info 
Micronutrients "I'd like to see more on micronutrients like at the sub-levels because 
the seed companies or someone else will come out with the general 
stuff, but we got to get down to the nitty-gritty because that's where 
we ... squeak out that extra bushel-and-a-half o 
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Thematic Conceptual Matrix of Issues Farmers Perceive as SiQnificant 
Issue Theme Illustrative Quotes 
Advances in Issues Perceived as "I'd like more information on modified crops to see what's coming out 
transgenic crops not Currently and to see who will compete against who. Information in that 
Communicated genetically modified crop area has changed so much in the last ten 
years, fifteen years I guess. It looks like it is here to stay, so we just 
need to look at the next step." 
New government "More information about our new farm program. It seems to be in 
farm program limbo at the moment, it was voted in but we don't seem to see 
information about it yet." 
Global positioning "Information on global positioning provided at a low cost for us. Right 
systems now in order to get it through a reliable system, we pay out the nose for 
it." 
Organic production "Since I'm into organics there could be a lot more information out on 
that subject. You got to really go and scratch the archives to find out 
information about the organic production from any standpoint." 
Global trade issues "Trade issues - I mean the only way I really hear about that is if I go to 
regional meetings at elevators or some company that has meetings. 
Consultants come and they or economists talk about what happened 
over in China and these other places in the worl 
"Trade ... deals with South America and China ... what's going on that's 
making prices change." 
Positive ag news "Unless it's negative (ag news) it won't be on TV. Most of it is ... bad 
news - you don't hear good news." 
"Their perception of farmers is insulting to our intelligence - including 
ads. They make us look like hicks sitting out here with a three-pronged 
pitchfork." 
Source of information Reliability of "I've got to question who is behind the research ... if they're throwing 
or research funding Information money at it can they alter those results or control what gets 
publicized?" 
"I never question the technology of the research if something comes 
out of extension at Iowa State ... it is what gets published and how it's 
published that I question. I know the research will be done right, but if 
the results go back to Dow they may pick 
"I realize a lot of funds come from chemical companies and there 
wouldn't be much research otherwise, but it's one of those questions in 
the back of your mind." 
"Even though Paul is covering a larger area he's probably doing a 
better job (communicating) than he did ten years ago because he's 
talking to the key people ... elevators ... seed dealers ... and they are 
filtering it down to the customers." 
"I would feel differently about research funded by the Iowa Department 
of Ag than funded by Bayer." 
"My (unbiased) info comes from the state university - here that 
hannens to be Iowa State." 
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